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A Collection of Fine Spanish Guitars
From Torres to the Present
Second Edition By Sheldon Urlik
A rigorous documentation of 82 historical and precious classical and flamenco
guitars from the author’s collection, spanning the “modern” era from Antonio
de Torres’ masterpieces of the mid-nineteenth century, including Tárrega’s
rosewood Torres classical guitar, to the present.
Guitars exist to make music. Their measure includes their sounds, now captured
on three accurate CDs, included with the book. Listeners can compare the
guitars’ voices, recorded in book order, and discern even subtle differences.
This meticulous book is printed and hand-bound with care and premium
materials resulting in a handsome volume with crisp visuals and a
pleasing tactile feel for enjoyable reading for generations to come. A
library quality, hardcover, 224-page book.

Each guitar’s chapter contains an insightful
essay and extraordinary, color photography.
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About the GFA Mentorship Program members. We seek a transformational
The GFA Mentorship Program was created
in 2020 to support and develop talent
among classical guitarists of color through
instruction, engagement, and career
development. Through this new initiative,
the GFA seeks to foster equity in the global
guitar community and provides support
for underrepresented and underserved

change in diversity in our community
and recognize that it is our responsibility
to cultivate and nurture that diversity. We
believe that without acting, we contribute
to division and exclusion. We aim to
deconstruct institutional barriers and build
a community that engenders a feeling of
true welcomeness for all.

Program Description
All mentees are welcomed to the program individually with a conversation
with the GFA leadership team, to get to know more about their goals and
develop an individualized program for career development.
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“This book is an invaluable reference, offering
vital details and a masterfully produced 3CD set of
beautiful music played on masterpiece guitars. Not
to be missed.”
Jonathan Kellerman
Best selling novelist and author of “With Strings Attached”

Insights: Effect of
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Presenting this book
to Pope Francis for the
Vatican Library.

“This volume provides a resounding reason why we
still need books. It is a pleasure to hold, read, study,
and return to frequently. Whatever you do this year,
please take time to include this book in whatever
library you possess.”
Bryan Johanson with permission
of the Guild of American Luthiers, www.luth.org

$149.95 including USPS media shipping in the US.
At many instrument sources or visit our website to order: www.SunnyKnollPublishing.
To order by phone, call 323-243-3788

We welcome donations in support of the GFA Mentorship Program.
The costs associated with running this program are substantial, and the GFA
is reliant on your membership dues and donations to fund our programming.
You can make a donation at www.guitarfoundation.org/page/mentorship
and write “mentorship” in the Comments field.
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LETTER
FROM THE EDITOR
When pianists meet up to talk repertoire,

they rarely have to ask one another, “Which version are you
playing?” On occasion, a truly consequential choice arises:
Brahms and Busoni adapted Bach’s Chaconne for piano in
antithetical versions; Liszt’s Transcendental Studies, revised
by the composer in 1852, are often performed from the
1837 edition; there is even Rachmaninov’s Second Sonata
of 1913, revised in 1931 by the composer but reworked in
1940 by Vladimir Horowitz with the composer’s approval.
But these are exceptions.
A guitarist, on the other hand, is constantly in
conversation with texts. Take that score on the music
stand: It might be a work in progress from a composer who
doesn’t play the guitar and is asking for suggestions. How
to help them find their voice on an unfamiliar instrument?
Or it might be a transcription. What are the principles
that generated the transcription, and are there competing
principles that would yield a quite different result? Or
again, it might be a guitar piece from the early nineteenth
century. How to know if this is a reliable edition? Finally, it
might be a modern score in which everything seems to be
prescribed—down to the last damped bass note and squeak
of the left hand—but whose rhythmic notation is only an
approximation, requiring the player to find an elusive “feel.”
But what does that feel entail?
In the face of such practical questions, it is no wonder
that in the five academic guitar conferences I attended
last year, emerging young performer-scholars were in
the majority (both as presenters and attendees), eager to
discuss collaboration, new technologies, and performance
practice. Nor is it any surprise that this year’s call for papers
for Soundboard Scholar resulted in the contents of the
present issue: a series of case studies and some theoretical
groundwork for each of the situations invoked above.
To begin, Erik Stenstadvold explains how Sor’s music
came to be printed and disseminated, and what it means
to speak of a reliable modern edition. Damián Martín Gil
then considers the relationship between two of Sor’s Parisian
contemporaries, Carulli and Molino, and the amateurs
eager to learn from them.
Moving to the twentieth century, Katalin Koltai
explores what happens when the act of transcribing is
informed by imagination: perhaps we have all heard a
piece of music being performed on another instrument
and thought how wonderful it would sound on the guitar.
You find a copy of the score and start a transcription, but
eventually have to give up, because the notes stubbornly
refuse to fit the fingerboard. One solution is to transform
2
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transcription into composition, as one hears in much new
guitar music—incorporating another composer’s music
into one’s own in the form of reworkings, fragments, and
digressions, taking what works and discarding the rest. Koltai
shows a different path in which both the music and the guitar
are transformed. This article is published on our companion
website at soundboardscholar.org.
This same concern with the instrumental interface lies
at the heart of Jason Noble and Steve Cowan’s reflection on
the composer-performer relationship. Noble, the composer,
describes how the guitar invites composition with timbres
just as much as with pitches, which are harder for a nonguitarist composer to manage idiomatically. And Cowan, the
guitarist, explains how it can be made to happen. As with the
music that results from their collaboration, this article speaks
with a single authorial voice.
In speaking above of damped bass notes and left-hand
squeaks, I was alluding, of course, to the fastidious notation
of Roland Dyens. In his discussion of Dyens’s arrangements
of jazz standards, Milton Mermikides presents an example of
modern data-driven scholarship that amounts to a masterclass
in capturing the feel—Dyens’s feel—of jazz. For anyone
curious about the relationship between musical notation and
what Casals called “natural rhythm,” this article may provide
a path for research in any repertoire.
When Mermikides’s article arrived, my first reaction
was joy that the scholarly assessment of Roland Dyens is
continuing to develop with such energy. It has been four
years since we lost Dyens’s unique voice. I could not have
known that as this issue was reaching its final form, we would
also be coming to terms with the passing of Julian Bream. I
am grateful to Fábio Zanon for contributing his moving yet
clear-eyed analysis of Bream’s historic achievement.
This issue is to some extent a hybrid of a print and digital
product: so many of the examples in these pages demand to
be heard. Please visit our website, soundboardscholar.org, to
find video, audio, illustrations, additional musical examples,
and all bibliographies.
I cannot close without expressing my gratitude to
Thomas Heck, one of the leading guitar scholars of our time.
Tom founded Soundboard Scholar and edited five superb
issues that have advanced guitar scholarship decisively.
Although he has now retired from editing the journal, Tom
remains the general editor of the GFA’s Refereed Monographs
series. I would like to wish him every success in his work and
thank him for his many kindnesses.
—Jonathan Leathwood
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FEATURE
SOR’S GUITAR MUSIC—A Fresh Start
By Erik Stenstadvold

Fernando Sor’s guitar music has long been available to
modern players, thanks in large part to the pioneering
work of Brian Jeffery.1 His facsimile edition of 1982 and
the newly engraved edition of 2004 have served the guitar
community well.2 Yet new times require new approaches.
A multitude of new information on the composing and
publishing history of this music amassed in recent years
allows for a fresh look at the original musical sources.
Moreover, the facsimile editions were prepared at a time
when reproduction techniques were less developed, so that
the images are often somewhat blurred, and faint details in
the originals have sometimes disappeared. They are therefore
to some degree defective and, likewise, modern editions
basing their text on them are not fully reliable.
A new critical edition of Sor’s collected guitar works
(solos and duets), of which I am the editor, is scheduled
for publication by Guitar Heritage in early 2021.3 In the
preparation, it has been imperative to work directly from
original scores, or from high-resolution photos or scans,
and always to consult more than one copy of the same
original edition. In this article, I shall present some of the
deliberations that underlie the editorial decisions, starting
with the most fundamental issue: a reappraisal of the
musical sources.4

The Sources

Sor’s œuvre for guitar survives mainly as printed editions;
only two autograph manuscripts are preserved, the most
important being the Fantaisie dedicated to Mademoiselle
Houzé, in the possession of Pepe Romero.5 In addition,
there are several manuscript copies of works attributed
to Sor.

Manuscripts

In contrast to England, France, and Germany, regular music
publishing in Spain was slow to be established. The scene

was dominated by copyists until the end of the 1810s, so
no printed editions of Sor’s music appeared there prior
to his emigration in 1813, at the age of thirty-five. But
guitar music was commercially presented as hand-copied
manuscripts, sold in librerías (bookstores), almacenes de
música (music stores), and guitarrerías (guitar workshops).
We find advertisements of such Sor music in Madrid
newspapers from 1805 on.6 It is uncertain if any of these
manuscript publications had a genuine autograph by the
composer as source; they may well have been based on
unauthorized copies of his music circulating in Spain. As
there was no such thing as intellectual property right in
those days, Sor’s reputation surely led to the diffusion of
many deformed and even misattributed works.
A number of manuscripts of Spanish provenance with
music attributed to Sor are preserved; some of them have
price marks showing that they were created for sale, while
others were assembled for personal use. Many of the Sor
pieces in these sources are copies or variants of music also
known from early printed editions. As manuscripts often
bear clear signs of having been hastily written, it is difficult
to establish if a variant reading is the result of intentional
alterations or just carelessness, or if the sources these
versions derived from differed from those of the printed
editions.
Some of the minuets published in op. 11 and the early
sonatas opp. 14 and 15(b) are particularly frequent in the
manuscript sources. In some cases, they include many more
ornaments than the printed versions published in Paris
by Meissonnier. Whether or not any particular ornament
originated with Sor, these additions are significant in terms
of performance practice, as they may reflect a distinctively
Iberian approach to ornamentation. And yet the only
known autograph manuscript of a piece from Sor’s Spanish
years, the first minuet of op. 11,7 has no more ornaments
than the published version. It should also be added that

1 A bibliography to accompany the notes to this paper can be found online at https://soundboardscholar.org, in the section “Soundboard Scholar Online.”
2 The nine-volume Tecla facsimile edition of 1982 superseded a five-volume edition, also by Jeffery, published in 1977 by Shattinger, New York. Before that, Frederick Noad in

1976 contributed a facsimile edition of Sor’s opp. 1–20, reprinted from Meissonnier’s original editions of those works and also published by Shattinger. The eleven-volume Tecla
newly engraved edition, The New Complete Works for Guitar, was first published in 2001 with a corrected second printing in 2004. In 2020, Tecla published Brian Jeffery’s second
edition of The New Complete Works for Guitar online (https://tecla.com). I have not seen this edition, but the description on the Tecla website implies that it is based closely on
the 2004 edition.
3 Guitar Heritage, https://guitarheritage.org.
4 For a survey of the main printed sources, see the catalogue of works in Brian Jeffery, Fernando Sor, Composer and Guitarist, 2nd ed. (London: Tecla, 1994), 149–69.
5 There has been some speculation in the guitar world that this is not a genuine Sor autograph; however, it is beyond any doubt that the handwriting of both the title and the
music is that of Sor.
6 See Luis Briso de Montiano’s copies of original advertisements in the Diario de Madrid from 1805 on at https://fernandosor.es/fernando-sor-en-la-prensa-de-su-epocaanuncios-y-noticias/. See also Kenneth Angus Hartdegen, Fernando Sor’s Theory of Harmony Applied to the Guitar: History, Bibliography and Context (PhD diss., University of
Auckland, 2011), 433–36.
7 E-Mm: 722–24[VII]. The piece is unattributed in the source, but a comparison with non-guitar autograph manuscripts reveals Sor’s handwriting.
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ornaments and other details vary considerably between the
manuscript versions, not least in the Sonata (Grand Solo)
op. 14, demonstrating that the concept of the “work” was
more flexible than we are used to. It is scarcely appropriate,
then, to attempt to construct a hypothetical Urtext from
these sources; the main differences are discussed in the
critical notes.
Some manuscripts have pieces ascribed to Sor that
are not known from other sources. In many cases they are
so trivial—unassuming waltzes and minuets—that their
attribution is more than uncertain; incorrect attribution of
music to renowned composers, intentional or not, occurred
quite frequently in this period. Tempting as it could have
been to publish everything bearing Sor’s name, I have
nevertheless abstained from doing so: I have included only
pieces showing compositional features characteristic of his
practice, such as a proper bass line and careful attention to
voice-leading. Thus, much to my chagrin, I had to discard
a hitherto unknown one-movement sonata in C, titled
“Famosa sonata por Dn Fernando Sors.” Although the
opening might suggest Sor, the music soon evolves into an
endless sequence of repetitive, arpeggiated chords that often
progress in block parallel motion and modulate awkwardly.
This lack of sophistication is unlikely to originate with even
a youthful Sor, so to include this sonata in the new critical
edition would be a disservice to the guitar community.

The Early Printed Editions

As already mentioned, no printed editions of Sor’s music
appeared in Spain before his departure in 1813.8 However,
in the period c.1805 to 1810 several works were published
in Paris, primarily by the expatriate Spaniard Salvador
Castro de Gistau and to a lesser extent by Pierre-Jean Porro.
Castro’s Sor editions are well known due to their inclusion
in the Tecla 1982 facsimile edition and the 2004 modern
edition. Brian Jeffery has presented them as authoritative
texts; in the recently published third edition of his Sor
monograph, he even suggests that Castro may have met Sor
in Madrid between 1802 and 1804 and obtained copies of
the music there.9 This is quite unlikely, however, because at
that time Castro was well established in Paris and running
his modest publishing business; by the middle of 1803 his
published editions had already reached op. 4.10
In theory, Sor could perhaps have sent manuscripts
to Paris for publication, but during the troubled times of
the Peninsular War this could be hazardous—it should
also be remembered that music was not Sor’s professional
occupation at this time. But a main reason for discrediting

the Castro editions is that—contrary to Jeffery’s claim—
their musical texts, above all of the Sonata prima (Grand
Solo, op. 14) and the Air varié on a chromatic theme, show
many signs of being defective; in several places the scores
are simply not playable as written, so they cannot possibly
reflect manuscripts originating with the composer. In all
likelihood they were based on copies crossing the border
from Spain without Sor’s knowledge and published without
any recompense to him whatsoever. As copyright at this
time was restricted to each individual country, such activity
was not illegal and not even considered immoral. These
early Paris editions can therefore not be considered more
authoritative than variant manuscript versions from the
same period. Accordingly, they have been consulted but not
used as models when later, authorized editions of the same
works exist. The same goes for the two Porro editions; only
a set of variations of which there is no other version has
been included.
The editions with which Sor was in some way involved
personally are these:
• Two works published by Benoist and Pleyel in Paris
in 1814, after Sor had arrived there
• Eight works with various publishers in London
during Sor’s stay there, 1815–1822
• Opp. 1–33, published by Meissonnier in Paris,
1816–1828
• Opp. 34–63, published by Sor in cooperation with
Pacini in Paris, 1828–1839
Later editions by Heugel are reprints of the Meissonnier
editions, with no new revisions. Similarly, Lenglart reissued
several of the Pacini editions without changes. There were
also some editions by publishers in other countries in this
period, notably Simrock in Germany; all these editions
appear to be based on those by Meissonnier and Pacini with
no relevant disparities.
The two guitar editions appearing in Paris in 1814 were
surely published on Sor’s own initiative: the title-page notice
“Propriété de l’Auteur” (property of the composer) and the
presence of his control signature on copies of both editions
are evidence of his involvement.11 Similarly, many copies of
the eight guitar works published in London, 1815–1822,
have his control signature; several editions are also marked
“printed for the author.” There is no doubt, then, that these
editions were endorsed by him.
Sor’s eight London works were reissued by Meissonnier
in Paris, in most cases probably quite soon after they
had first appeared.12 With one exception (op. 9), the
Meissonnier editions seem to have been modeled on the

8 In the catalogue of the Biblioteca Nacional de España, two editions of music ascribed to Sor, published in Madrid by Nonó and Ardit, are tentatively dated 1808. This is
incorrect, however; advertisements in Madrid newspapers show that they were published in 1816. I am grateful to Luis Briso de Montiano for help in establishing this.
9 Brian Jeffery, Fernando Sor: Composer and Guitarist, 3rd ed., Version 1.0 (Tecla, 2020), 38, EPUB.
10 Advertisement in Correspondance des amateurs musiciens 30 (June 18, 1803): 4. The CdAM was a short-lived musical periodical commencing in 1803.
11 On the significance of control signatures, see Donald W. Krummel, ed., Guide for Dating Early Published Music (Hackensack, NJ: Joseph Boonin, 1974), 107.
12 For most of the London editions we have no precise information of publication dates; the Paris editions do, however, supply an ante quem date.

guitarfoundation.org Soundboard Scholar No. 6

5

SOR’S GUITAR MUSIC
Notes on the Table

i. Meissonnier’s titles could vary somewhat from those
of the earlier Paris and London editions.
ii. It is beyond the scope of this article to expound on
the datings in detail; they have been established by
combining such elements as Meissonnier’s imprint
address, the item’s relation to his periodical Journal de
lyre ou guitare, listing in his catalogs, plate numbers,
etc.
iii. Op. 15(b) apparently breaks the congruency of opus
numbers and date of publication; this work, however,
was published without the opus number 15, which
only appears in a later Meissonnier catalogue and on
the German Simrock edition. The identifiers (a), (b)
and (c) of the three op. 15 works were introduced by
Brian Jeffery.
iv. It should be noted that Meissonnier’s 1819 edition of
the Mozart Variations, op. 9, is simpler than the version commonly known today, which was published
in London in 1821 and then again by Meissonnier in
1826.
v. The style of op. 10 makes it unlikely to be an early
Spanish work; quite possibly an English edition did
exist but has not surfaced.

Table 1. Meissonnier’s Sor editions, opp. 1–15,
published 1816–1822.

printed English scores; they frequently have the same page
arrangement and line breaks, and even share many of the
same misprints. Although we do not know for certain, it is
likely that these new Paris editions, destined for the French
market, were sanctioned by Sor; quite possibly he could
have sent the English editions as copy texts.
But in the same period, Meissonnier also published
music by Sor not known from any English editions. Apart
from new editions of the two works published by Benoist
and Pleyel in Paris in 1814, nearly all of this other music
appears to originate from the guitarist’s early years in Spain
(some of it had also been published by Castro).13 And this is
where things start to become complicated. A letter written
by Sor in 1827 reveals that Meissonnier had received scores
from other sources than Sor himself, and that he was no
longer satisfied with the music of his Spanish period, when,
in his own opinion, he was “rather too little of a harmonist
and a little too much of a guitarist.”14 So Meissonnier had
most probably acquired these compositions elsewhere.

Sor did not supply opus numbers either for the two
guitar works published in Paris in 1814 or for the eight
subsequent London editions. Meissonnier, however, soon
started to apply them, probably for convenience. These
opus numbers—which are still being used—do not seem to
originate with Sor and have no direct connection with the
order in which he wrote his works; by and large, they reflect
Meissonnier’s order of publication. As shown in table 1,
Meissonnier sprinkled the Spanish-period works more or
less evenly throughout the period 1816 to 1822, when Sor
returned to Paris for a brief period.
If Sor was not the supplier of many of these
compositions, we may also fear that their texts are unreliable.
This indeed presents a conundrum, not least because in
the introduction to his Méthode of 1830, Sor explains that
several of these early compositions “would never have been
exposed to the public if I had been consulted; but people
who had copies of them (most of them incorrect) made deals

13 The early origin can be determined partly on stylistic criteria but also by the fact that several works are known from Spanish manuscript sources.
14 “Dans le tems ou j’étais un tant soit peu faible harmoniste, et un peu trop guitariste.” See Erik Stenstadvold, “A Newly Discovered Letter of 1827 by Fernando Sor,”

Soundboard Scholar 3 (2017): 4–12.
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with the publisher” [my emphases].15 He does not name
this publisher, but it does not take much imagination to
link this to Meissonnier, with whom Sor had broken off
business relations two years earlier. This would seem to
be an unsurmountable problem were it not that in 1826
Meissonnier published a “nouvelle édition” of opp. 1–23,
“corrigée et doigtée par l’auteur”—“corrected and fingered by
the composer.” We shall return to this.
In the early autumn of 1822, Sor revisited Paris, where
he stayed for a little over half a year.16 During this brief
period or shortly after, Meissonnier published opp. 16–20;
we may therefore safely conclude that they represent genuine
Sor music in editions endorsed by him. He performed
the Fantaisie op. 16 (variations on “Nel cor più non mi
sento”) in a concert, probably in December 1822, and the
score was advertised for sale two months later.17 The last
composition in this group, the Introduction et Thême varié,
op. 20, was dedicated to Meissonnier and was a new and
elaborated version of a Thema varié previously published by
Castro around 1810. It shows that Sor was no stranger to
remolding old material into new works (op. 12 is another
such example).
The output of new publications slowed down
considerably after Sor left Paris for a second time around
April 1823, now heading for Russia, where he would stay
for four years. In Russia, Sor became busy with music on a
much grander scale, above all ballets, and Meissonnier again
took to publishing Spanish-period works.
Les Adieux, op. 21, and the Sonata op. 22 were published
in the autumn of 1824; it is uncertain if Meissonnier had
acquired this music from Sor or elsewhere. The Sonata
certainly stems from the composer’s time in Spain, and
the dedication on the printed edition to the “Prince de
la Paix” (Manuel Godoy) points to an early origin of the
manuscript.18 The circumstances around Les Adieux are also
somewhat unclear; it is possible that Sor had this piece in
mind when, in the aforementioned 1827 letter, he complains
that Meissonnier had published the guitar part of a duo for
guitar and flute or violin as a solo piece. The next work, a set
of six small pieces titled Cinquième Divertissement, op. 23,

was probably issued a year later, in mid-1825. It represents
another problematic Sor publication, and it is doubtful that
he had provided Meissonnier with the manuscript; a year
and a half later, a revised edition was published in which
three pieces had been removed and four new ones added. A
feasible explanation is that Sor had demanded the removal
of pieces he did not approve of or perhaps had not even
authored.
Let us now return to the question of Meissonnier’s
“corrected” edition. In the autumn of 1825, while Sor was
still in Russia, Meissonnier advertised a Collection complète
des œuvres de Sor.19 This was simply an aggregation of all the
Sor works he had published until then, opp. 1–23, provided
with a new title page but with no other changes. Perhaps
the publisher was hoping that he could thereby get rid of
unsold copies of music stocked in his warehouse. A little
over a year later, in December 1826, a new advertisement for
the Collection complète appeared, but, as mentioned earlier,
with the additional statement “new edition corrected and
fingered by the composer.”20 Sor was still in Russia: unless
he had made a sojourn to Paris sometime in 1826, matters
leading to a revised edition of his works would have been
dealt with by long distance.21 So could this statement of
Sor’s involvement be a false claim in yet another attempt by
Meissonnier to boost sales of Sor’s music?
An examination of the individual works of the new
Collection complète shows that the majority of them have
some changes in the musical text and/or added fingering (in
general, the fingering remains quite sparse). Several misprints
in the earlier Meissonnier issues—many carried over from
the London editions—are now corrected, but far from all.
Most of the works were printed from the same plates as
before, modified, but some of the revisions were major and
required new printing plates. We find a completely new
version of the Mozart Variations, op. 9, and of the Grand
Solo, op. 14. There are also major changes in the Sonata
op. 15(b), and, as discussed above, some of the individual
pieces of the Divertissement, op. 23, have been replaced by
new ones. The most likely reason for such substantial (and
costly) revisions is that they were requested by the composer.

15
16
17
18

“mais des personnes qui en avaient des copies (la plupart incorrectes) en firent affaire avec l’éditeur…” Sor, Méthode pour la guitare (Paris 1830), 4.
For details on Sor’s activity in Paris during his sojourn there, 1822–23, see my article “Fernando Sor on the Move in the Early 1820s,” Soundboard Scholar 1 (2015): 16–25.
Le Miroir des spectacles, February 25, 1823.
An advertisement in Gaceta de Madrid, June 5, 1807, specifies a Sor sonata dedicated to the “Sermo. [Serenísimo] Sr. Generalísimo Almirante.” This was another title Godoy
had at that time; the title of “Príncipe de la Paz” (Prince of Peace) had been conferred on him in 1795. But since Godoy fell from power in 1808 and was exiled, it seems unlikely
that some sixteen years later, right after the end of the Trienio Liberal, Sor himself would have addressed him with that epithet in a dedication.
19 Journal général d’annonces, October 28, 1825. There are two identical copies of this first version of the Collection complète in F-Pn, later rebound in a hardcover volume, but
with the original title page.
20 Journal général d’annonces, December 6, 1826. Two copies of the revised Collection complète are known, one in the Spencer Collection at the Royal Academy of Music,
London, another in the “Fondo Huidobro” of the Conservatorio Profesional de Música “Jacinto Guerrero,” Toledo, Spain.
It should be added that each composition of the revised Collection complète retained an individual title page and was also sold separately as before. Thus we find single copies in
various libraries and collections.
21 We have no information concerning a visit to Paris in 1826, but a puzzling line on the title page of the revised edition of op. 9 of the Collection complète may hint at that:
“Exécutées par l’Auteur au Concert donné à l’Ecole R.le de Musique” (Played by the composer at the concert given at the Royal School of Music [Paris Conservatoire]). It is
improbable that this could refer to an event that had taken place before Sor set out for Russia, over three and a half years earlier. If indeed he had been back in 1826, he could
have worked in situ with Meissonnier on the revisions of opp. 1–23.
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This applies also to several minor modifications in other
works; they are often of a subtle nature, unlikely to have
occurred to a publisher unprompted.
None of this precludes the possibility that Meissonnier
might have had a hand in some of the more straightforward
corrections; it should be remembered that he was also a
guitarist and composer, although not on Sor’s level. It is
striking that some of the works from Sor’s Spanish period,
such as opp. 3 and 11, have remarkably few corrections,
given their unsatisfactory texts. Perhaps Sor did not find
it worthwhile to improve on music of which he no longer
approved anyway.
The problems do not end here. The Huit Petites
Pièces, op. 24, and the second Grande Sonate, op. 25, were
advertised in the spring of 1827, a few months before Sor’s
final return to Paris. Op. 24 consists of eight miscellaneous
pieces, mostly minuets, whose style points to an early
Spanish provenance; this once again suggests that they came
from another source than the composer. It is even possible
that Sor was referring to some pieces in this set when, in the
abovementioned letter, he writes that “you have also been
given two minuets which are not of my composing.” The
letter also reveals that the Sonata op. 25 must have reached
the hands of Meissonnier without Sor’s knowledge. Such
reservations notwithstanding, there are no alternative sources
for these works.
With the three variation sets, opp. 26–28, and the
Douze Etudes, op. 29, we are back on safer ground. Although
published (or at least advertised) together with opp. 24 and
25 in March 1827,22 it is quite clear that these works were
indeed composed by Sor and probably sent from Russia.
The Fantaisie on “La Mère Michel,” op. 30, which Sor in the
letter called “mon bijou” (my jewel), was composed towards
the end of his stay in Russia but not published till early in
1828, after the return to Paris. The remaining three works
with Meissonnier, opp. 31–33, also originate from before the
middle of 1828, when Sor broke with this publisher.
The residual part of Sor’s œuvre for guitar, opp. 34–63,
was published in cooperation with Pacini in Paris. Although
there is no question of authorship, these editions also have
their share of problems: some exist in two different versions;
errors and misprints are sometimes corrected in later issues,
other times not.

Choosing among Editions

Despite the unclear circumstances surrounding many of the
Meissonnier editions, they nevertheless constitute a chief
component of any “complete” Sor edition; we simply have
no reliable alternatives for many of them. One should also
bear in mind that, when Sor commenced his cooperation
with Pacini, he nevertheless continued the opus number
22 Journal général d’annonces, March 24, 1827.
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sequence as introduced by his former publisher. Somehow
this witnesses a pragmatic attitude towards the “incorrect
copies” published by Meissonnier.
In choosing between the London and Meissonnier
editions of the eight “London works,” Brian Jeffery used
the former on the correct assumption that they came first
and were endorsed by the composer. But that does not
necessarily mean that they represent the best text—they
all have their share of omissions and errors. Meissonnier’s
editions, especially the “corrected” versions of 1826, do
sometimes provide a more convincing musical text. This
can be illustrated by two examples from Sor’s most famous
guitar work, the Mozart Variations, op. 9. Figure 1 shows
the opening of the theme as it appears in the first full version
published in London in 1821 (the anacrusis to the theme is
missing because it appeared on the previous page).

Figure 1. Sor, Variations on a Theme by Mozart, op. 9,
Theme, first part: London, 1821.

There are no slurs in this version. However, in the
first Meissonnier edition of 1819, the theme has slurs
throughout—although frequently attached to the wrong
starting pitch (figure 2).

Figure 2. Sor, Variations on a Theme by Mozart, op. 9,
Theme, first part: Meissonnier, 1819.

The use of left-hand ligados here does, of course, greatly
enhance a proper articulation, allowing as it does the
repeated Bs (later Es) to remain unaccented, and there is no
reason to doubt that these markings originated with Sor. In
the second Meissonnier edition of 1826—almost identical
with the London 1821 edition apart from some refinement
of notation—there are also slurs, although not consistently
marked (figure 3).

Figure 3. Sor, Variations on a Theme by Mozart, op. 9,
Theme, first part: Meissonnier, 1826.

Incomplete notation of slurs in identical or similar
musical motifs was not unusual; we find this also, for
example, in the Majeur (third) variation of Meissonnier’s
first edition of op. 10 (the later 1826 issue has more slurs
added). It surely was not meant to be taken literally but
represents a kind of conventional “shorthand” notation. In
the new Guitar Heritage edition, we clarify with editorial
dotted slurs, as seen in figure 4.

Figure 5. Sor, Variations on a Theme by Mozart, op. 9,
Variation 1, first part: London, 1821.

Figure 6. Sor, Variations on a Theme by Mozart, op. 9,
Variation 1, first part: Meissonnier, 1826.

Errors and Misprints

Figure 4. Sor, Variations on a Theme by Mozart, op. 9,
Theme, first part: New edition.

While the Meissonnier “shorthand” notation can be
credited to prevalent conventions of the period, the total
absence of slurs in the London edition is difficult to explain,
other than as an unintended oversight by either Sor or the
engraver.23 Lack of slurs should not be taken mechanically
as a “pluck-all” instruction, however; figure 5, showing an
excerpt of the first variation of the London edition, fully
demonstrates this.
There are neither musical nor historical reasons to
slavishly reproduce such an erratic notation of slurs. The
Meissonnier 1826 edition presents a more coherent text
(figure 6).24
For the entire opp. 1–23, the Meissonnier Collection
complète edition of 1826 provides us with versions that an
editor needs to consider carefully.25 Often they not only
correct mistakes but also ameliorate the notation or the
musical text itself.26

Printed editions are rarely without errors and Sor’s scores
prove no exception; we have already seen examples. Some
errors are probably oversights of the engraver; others may
have been carried over from mistakes in the composer’s
manuscripts. One would perhaps assume that Sor exercised
a closer control on the engraving and printing of his music
in the periods when he was living in the same city as the
publisher, with fewer errors as the result. But this was not
always the case. Perhaps he was not a particularly careful
proofreader (as is also reported of Beethoven), or perhaps
he did not read proofs at all; proofreading by the composers
themselves seems not to have been a universal practice in
those days.27
The Robert Spencer Collection has a copy of Les
Adieux, op. 21, which appears to be some kind of a proof
or pre-publication print of the Meissonnier edition.28
Some of the errors therein must have been spotted by the
proofreader and are not present in the known copies of the
first published issue of this work. And yet this publication
contains other, uncorrected mistakes, most of which were
finally amended in connection with Collection complète of
1826. With Sor in Russia at the time of publication, the
proofreading would have been carried out by someone in
the Meissonnier workshop.

23 Slurs are not the only missing elements in the theme; in the final measure of figure 1 two clearly intended melody notes have suddenly disappeared.
24 This variation is not present in the first edition of 1819.
25 Jeffery seems often not to discriminate between early and late issues of a Meissonnier publication; thus, for example, he takes the first Meissonnier issues of opp. 15(a) and 22

as models for his 2004 edition of these works, while opp. 3 and 10 are based on the Collection complète versions. The discrepancies are not discussed.

26 This does not mean that I indiscriminately adhere to the Fassung letzter Hand theory of textual value. In the guitar repertoire alone, there are many examples where the

composer’s revisions do not necessarily lead to a superior version; we may think of Smith Brindle’s revision of his El Polifemo d’oro or the different versions of Villa-Lobos’s Etudes.
Editors, just like performers, cannot forbear from making aesthetic judgments.
27 See Alan Tyson, “Steps to Publication—and Beyond,” in The Beethoven Companion, ed. Denis Arnold and Nigel Fortune (London: Faber, 1971), 478–9. Publishers often
employed experienced musicians as proofreaders; see Axel Beer, Musik zwischen Komponist, Verlag und Publikum (Tutzing: Hans Schneider 2000), 80–81.
28 It appears to have been printed on discarded scrap paper with two pages from an unidentified guitar method on the verso.
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The Vingt Quatre Exercices, op. 35, published by Sor
and Pacini in Paris in September 1828, are also illustrative
of the various stages of a printed edition. The first issue
(hereafter called P1) contains a fair number of errors, even
though a close examination reveals that some corrections
had already been made to the plates at an earlier proof
stage.29 In a second printing (P2),30 several mistakes in
P1 were corrected, but many also remained unaltered.
More remarkable is that P2 sometimes also contains small
changes in the musical text that cannot be considered
mere corrections of engraving errors; rather, they must
represent a composer’s second thought. Figure 7 shows
one such example from op. 35 no. 12: in P2, the bass has
been altered, but traces of the erased bass are still visible.
This illustrates how Sor took the trouble to introduce fine
musical modifications while, at the same time, leaving
palpable mistakes untouched.
Some surviving printed scores bear Sor’s handwritten
dedications to students and colleagues, Dionisio Aguado
among them.31 Intriguingly, none of these personalized
copies have any manuscript corrections in the hand of the
composer. Did he not care about the errors? Had he not
noticed? Or did he take a bizarre pleasure in challenging the
beneficiary to sort these things out? We can only speculate.

a) P1

b) P2

Figure 7. Op. 35 no. 12, mm. 20–21 (sixth string tuned to F).
Bass altered in the middle of the second measure of (b).

Finally, I should mention that a comprehensive study
of Sor’s autograph manuscripts of non-guitar music has
shed light on some notational problems in the published
guitar editions. One is the appoggiatura or grace note,
whose notation varies considerably in the printed scores.
A few exceptions aside, Sor seems generally to have written

such one-note ornaments with half the duration of the
ensuing main note; this insight ought to have bearing on our
interpretation.32 Another symbol that has puzzled scholars
and editors is fr, which occurs in some printed guitar
scores. One theory proposed is that it signifies some kind of
rasgueado, being an abbreviation for frisé.33 The explanation
is much simpler, however. In Sor’s handwriting this was
merely a normal abbreviation for forte (fortissimo would be
ffr). The engravers mostly understood this and converted
it to conform to standard notation, f, but occasionally we
find faithful replications of the fr, thereby causing confusion
among modern readers. Yet another baffling mystery is
the turn sign 𝆗, which sometimes pops up at the most
implausible places in the music. Here the simple explanation
is that there should actually be no turn but a quarter-note
rest; in Sor’s calligraphy the quarter rest and the turn sign are
so similar that engravers sometimes erred by confusing them.

Epilogue

The new Guitar Heritage edition is a critical edition, not
an Urtext edition. An Urtext purports to reproduce the
“original” text in some sort of neutral, non-interfering
way—a noble but illusory goal that cannot possibly be
achieved when hardly any autograph manuscript is preserved.
With many of Sor’s works, we simply do not know what or
how they were originally.
In the process of making a critical edition of this music,
all relevant versions of any given piece have been examined
and compared in order to arrive at the best text possible.
Omissions and errors have been amended to the best of our
understanding; editorial interventions are easily discerned
(dotted slurs, bracketed notes or dynamics, etc.)
or accounted for in ample critical commentaries.
As a rule, the original editions contain little or no
fingering. Exceptions to this are several of the didactic works:
exercises, lessons, and other collections of simple solo pieces
for amateurs, in addition to the didactically designed guitar
duos. These fingerings are maintained. But in order to make
this new edition more accessible to guitar players in general,
clearly identifiable editorial fingering has been judiciously
added where the original publications contain few or no
such indications. In this I have endeavored to observe
the tradition of Sor by extrapolating from the principles
presented in his method and exemplified in his fingered
works.

29 I am most grateful to Jan de Kloe for providing me with photographs of a copy of P1 held in the Brussels Conservatoire Library.
30 Copy in my own collection.
31 The Huidobro Collection in Toledo, mentioned in footnote 20, contains many scores with handwritten dedications to Aguado on the title page. See Luis Briso de Montiano,

“Una parte de la biblioteca personal de Dionisio Aguado en el legado de Rosario Huidobro,” Roseta 12 (2018): 114–64, http://www.sociedadespañoladelaguitarra.com/images/
pdf/12_Briso_de_Montiano_Luis._Biblioteca_Aguado_en_Huidobro.pdf.
32 For more details, see my article “Long or Short? The Appoggiatura in the Early 19th-Century Guitar Tradition, with Special Reference to the Music of Fernando Sor,” Early
Music 1, no. 46 (2018): 87–101. In the new critical edition, the grace notes are written with a varying number of flags, reflecting their original notation.
33 See vol. 5 of Tecla Editions’ New Complete Works for Guitar, viii–ix.
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FEATURE
UNRAVELING THE DISCUSSION ENTRE LES CARULISTES ET LES
MOLINISTES (PARIS, 1828)
By Damián Martín Gil

In 1828, the French guitarist Charles de Marescot published
a small booklet called La Guitaromanie,1 a collection of
short, unpretentious pieces for the guitar that contains,
among other things, a caricature showing two bands of
guitarists fighting savagely, using their instruments as
weapons.2 This well-known scene bears the legend Discussion
entre les Carulistes et les Molinistes (see figure 1), referring to
two of the most celebrated guitarists in Paris at that time:
Ferdinando Carulli and Francesco Molino.

Figure 1. “Discussion entre les Carulistes et les Molinistes,”
in Charles de Marescot, La Guitaromanie (Paris: Chez l’auteur,
1828), 33.

This alleged antagonism has been touched upon by
several guitar scholars, who have pointed to various possible
causes; yet this topic appears never to have been subjected to
a close examination. In this article, I shall revisit the existing
theories and propose new ones by focusing on the differing
methodologies and techniques the two guitarists employed
in their tutor books, thus hoping to shed more light on this
famous dispute.

I. The Time of La Guitaromanie

Around 1810, according to the critic Henri Blanchard,
the guitar had become “fashionable in every social class” in
Paris, which was experiencing what he called a “fanaticism
for the cult of the guitar.”3 This enthusiasm can be seen in
the impressive output of music for this instrument, which
included more than thirty periodicals and around eighty
method books, all published in the French capital in the
first three decades of the nineteenth century.4
One of the many minor guitar composers who rode
this wave of popularity was the author and publisher of
La Guitaromanie, Charles de Marescot (b. Douai, 1790;
d. London, 1842). Marescot settled in Paris in 1817 and
pursued a career as a guitar teacher and music publisher
there until 1834, when he emigrated to England.5 La
Guitaromanie was listed as his opus 46 in Bibliographie de
la France on November 21, 1829, and advertised as sold at
Rue du Cimetière-St-André No. 13. However, there is good
reason to believe that the booklet had been published or
prepared for publication over a year before, as its title page
bears a different address, Rue Saint-Jacques No. 42, where
Marescot had his business only until October 1828.
Even though it is the name of Marescot that is
remembered in connection with the famous caricature,
it was the artist Étienne Mantoux, active in Paris from
1824 on, who created the lithographs included in La
Guitaromanie.6 Certainly following Marescot’s instructions,
Mantoux depicted the guitar in a variety of settings: the
salon, al fresco, even the privacy of the boudoir.
The two guitarists referred to in the Discussion were
Italian emigrants seeking a better fortune in Paris, a
city where a musician would find many opportunities,
and where the guitar was already very much à la mode.
Ferdinando Carulli (b. Naples, 1770; d. Paris, 1841) arrived
in 1808 and was soon considered the most important guitar
professor in the French capital.7 He was a prolific composer

1 A bibliography to accompany the notes to this paper can be found online at https://soundboardscholar.org, in the section “Soundboard Scholar Online.”
2 An early version of this study was presented as a paper at a meeting in April 2017 of the Cohort attached to the Consortium for Guitar Research, Cambridge. I am grateful

for the many ideas that were brought forward during the ensuing discussion. I would also like to express my most sincere gratitude to Erik Stenstadvold for advice during the
preparation of this article.
3 “La guitare devint l’instrument à la mode dans toutes les classes de la société, il y a quelque trente ans … fanatisme pour le culte de la guitare,” Henri Blanchard, “Les
Guitaristes,” Revue et gazette musicale de Paris 40 (1842): 395–96. All translations are by the author.
4 In 1825 alone, some thirteen guitar methods were published in Paris. Erik Stenstadvold, An Annotated Bibliography of Guitar Methods, 1760–1860 (Hillsdale NY and London:
Pendragon Press, 2010), 5.
5 For a full account of Marescot’s life and career, see Damián Martín Gil, “The Guitarist behind La Guitaromanie: Charles de Marescot,” Soundboard Scholar 4 (2018): 4‒16.
6 Three of the six lithographs bear his name. For more information on Mantoux see Dictionnaire des imprimeurs-lithographes du XIXe siècle, online edition of L’École des chartes,
http://elec.enc.sorbonne.fr/imprimeurs/node/22774.
7 “He was the man in fashion as a virtuoso and professor” (Il fut l’homme à la mode, comme virtuose et comme professeur), François Joseph Fétis, Biographie universelle des
musiciens et Bibliographie générale de la musique, vol. 3 (Brussels, 1837), 60.
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of music for guitar (more than 360 opus numbers appeared
with Paris publishers, mainly Carli), and his Méthode
complette de guitare ou lyre, op. 27, first published in 1810,8
became a huge success, with six Paris editions published
during his own lifetime.9 Francesco Molino (b. Ivrea, 1768;
d. Paris, 1847) established himself in the city ten years
after Carulli, in late 1818 or more probably in early 1819,
by which time he was already known there. Two bilingual
Molino guitar methods, one in French and Italian and the
other in French and German, had been published in Leipzig
in 1813, and they may have helped pave his way in France;
furthermore, in 1817—that is, still before settling there—
his first method actually published in Paris, Méthode de
guitare, contained a list of more than 350 subscribers from
all over France.10 This shows that, by that time, Molino had
already made a name for himself as an important guitar
professor.
But why did these two figures appear in the Discussion?
When analyzing the reasons that led Marescot to set a
quarrel between the partisans of Carulli and Molino, we
may ask why no other important guitar masters had that
“privilege”; for example, why not Carulli and Fernando
Sor? Sor, after all, had returned to Paris in 1827 and had
the highest reputation in the city and abroad. In fact, if
the Discussion had been a battle over who was the best
composer, it seems clear that Sor should have been one
of the contenders, since even Molino refers to him as the
finest composer for guitar of his time.11 Finally, if the
rivals were trying to establish who was the most eminent
guitar virtuoso at that time, probably neither of these two
would have appeared in the lithograph. With Sor, Dionisio
Aguado, and Matteo Carcassi also in the city, Carulli and
Molino would have faced serious competition.
It seems that by selecting Carulli and Molino, Marescot
was referring to a disagreement between the two bestestablished and most influential professors of the guitar
in Paris. Both of them had been in the city for several
years—Carulli for twenty-one and Molino for about nine—
and both had invested considerable effort in authoring
methods for guitar. In fact, no other guitarist published
more methods than they did in the French capital or
any other part of Europe, and, taking into account the
number of re-editions these pedagogical works had and

the different approaches to methodology and technique
they promulgated, it is quite likely that the two guitarists
represented the main schools on how to play and learn the
instrument at that time.

II. Revisiting the Existing Theories
Liberals versus Conservatives?

In an article on Francesco Molino from 1985, Mario
Dell’Ara presented various factors that could have led to
the alleged dispute between the followers of Carulli and
Molino.12 He proposed that there were serious ideological
and political differences between them, with Carulli being
a liberal associated with the bourgeoisie and Molino a
convinced royalist.13 This idea of Carulli being a liberal
was largely founded on the publication of his opus 331,
Les Trois Jours—Pièce analogue aux événements des trois
mémorables journées: 27, 28 et 29 juillet 1830 (Paris,
1831), a work praising the revolution that caused the fall
of Charles X.14 But it seems that Dell’Ara’s conclusion on
this was premature. Richard Long, who, in an article also
from 1985, analyzed various compositions of programmatic
nature by the Neapolitan guitarist, came to the conclusion
that Carulli changed “his allegiance with each new
regime,” describing him as “an apolitical being, an artist
seeking patronage.”15 Long based this notion on three
particular works with different dedicatees: the Napoléon
le Grand Temple de la Gloire: Sonate sentimentale, op. 33,
dedicated to Napoleon in 1810; the Air nationaux de tous
les peuples d’Europe, op. 73, published in 1814 as a tribute
to Louis XVIII and Charles X; and Les Trois Jours of 1830,
mentioned above. In fact, after his arrival in Paris, Carulli
dedicated his music to aristocrats such as Count Constantin
de Benóé, Count Léopold de Bohm, and Countess Tolstoy,
in addition to bourgeois, military men, and friends.16
The theory that Molino was a partisan of the Bourbon
monarchy and the aristocracy does not seem tenable either.
Dell’Ara’s claim was based on the dedications of some
Molino methods to the Duchess of Dalberg, the Countess
of Tourdonnet, and the Duchess of Berry, but a more
exhaustive analysis of his works shows that Molino had
the same commercial sense as Carulli—not to take any of
the two sides, aristocracy or bourgeoisie, but to maintain a

8 Publication dates of all the guitar methods discussed throughout this article are taken from Stenstadvold, Guitar Methods.
9 “It was considered the best [guitar method] there was” (elle a été considérée comme la meilleure qui existait), Fétis, Biographie universelle, 60.
10 Stenstadvold, Guitar Methods, 144.
11 Francesco Molino, Grande Méthode complète pour guitare ou lyre, op. 33 (Paris: Chez l’auteur, 1823), 11.
12 Mario Dell’Ara, “Luigi, Valentino e Francesco Molino,” Il Fronimo 50 (1985): 14‒42. In his more recent book Francesco Molino: Vita e opere, vol. 1 (Savigliano: Rosa Sonora,

2014), 34‒35, Dell’Ara maintains the same theories, adding some information that did not appear in his 1985 article.

13 Dell’Ara, “Luigi, Valentino e Francesco Molino,” 33.
14 This theory still appears in 2014 in Dell’Ara, Francesco Molino: Vita e opere, 35. In fact, to support it, Dell’Ara attributes erroneously to Ferdinando Carulli a cantata

dedicated to Lafayette, not noticing that, in fact, it was Carulli’s son, Gustave, who composed that work (see F-Pn: RES-44).

15 Richard M. Long, “The Program Music of Ferdinando Carulli,” Soundboard 12, no. 2 (1985): 180.
16 Mario Torta, Catalogo tematico delle opere di Ferdinando Carulli, vol. 2 (Lucca: Libreria Musicale Italiana, 1993), 764‒65.
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balance that would not harm his livelihood as a composer.
Molino dedicated twenty works to aristocrats and thirtyeight to members of the bourgeoisie. This neutrality
can also be deduced by the fact that Molino composed
variations on the theme Le Bon Roi Dagobert, op. 63
(ca. 1826), where the king is ridiculed (precisely when the
Bourbon King Charles X was in power), as well as “Vive
Henry IV” that appears in opp. 33 (1823) and 46 (1826–
27), the quasi-official national anthem during the Bourbon
restoration.17

With or Without the Thumb

According to Dell’Ara, some differences in their techniques
may also have been a reason for a dispute. He mentions as
one of the most evident discrepancies the use of the lefthand thumb to stop notes on the sixth string.18 Carulli was
an advocate of this technique, arguing that four fingers are
not enough to execute both melody and basses and inviting
all who wished to play the instrument “with more ease” to
use the left-hand thumb.19 Figure 2 (m. 3, “pouce”) shows
an example of such use. Many other important guitarists in
Europe also championed this technique, including Federico
Moretti, Mauro Giuliani, Matteo Carcassi, Luigi Legnani,
and Josef Kaspar Mertz, to mention but a few.

Figure 2. Excerpt from Carulli, Méthode complette de guitare ou
lyre, op. 27 (Paris: Carli, 1810), 18.

Molino, on the other hand, was one of the first
guitarists to reject this technique in print, a view other
important guitarists such as Sor and Aguado also held. In a
footnote in his Grande Méthode, op. 33 (1823), he wrote:

I advise students never to use the thumb of the left hand: for
we can produce on the guitar all the harmony of which it is
capable without this digit, [especially] because to place it, it

is necessary to disturb the hand altogether from its position.
The use of the thumb is also very uncomfortable for small
hands.20

Molino may be implying that the masters in favor of
this technique—Carulli certainly being the most prominent
of them—may actually harm amateurs with small hands,
with female players being particularly at risk; we should
remember that the majority of guitar amateurs were
probably young women, who often would have had smaller
hands.21

Denoting the Left-Hand Positions

Dell’Ara points to another apparent difference between
the two guitarists: how they defined the positions of the
left hand on the fingerboard.22 Possibly due to his parallel
training as a cellist, Carulli used in his first methods a
system of positions similar to that employed by other string
instruments such as the cello or violin. In this system,
the positions are determined by each tone of the diatonic
scale of C major on the first string, thus yielding only five
positions along the neck of the guitar.23 Carulli explained
his preference in these terms:

I have noticed that several authors in their methods count a
position at each fret, that is to say, at each semitone. I cannot
approve of this system, because in all the instruments with
a neck, such as the violin, the viola, the cello, the mandolin,
the lute, etc., we count a position [only] at each whole
tone [i.e., each diatonic step], and it should not be done
differently [for the guitar].24

Conversely, Molino showed his predilection as early
as 1813 for a system that associated a position to each
fret, referring to twelve positions for the left hand,25 as we
do today. In fact, in his Grande Méthode, op. 33 (1823),
he seems to point at Carulli’s words in a somewhat
condescending tone:

There are teachers who number only five positions on the
guitar, saying that on the instruments that have a neck, such

17 I am grateful to Jan Burgers for providing me with this information.
18 Dell’Ara, “Luigi, Valentino e Francesco Molino,” 32.
19 “Quatre doigts ne suffisant pas pour exécuter, en même temps, un chant et des basses raisonnées en différents tons, il fait nécessairement employer le pouce; ainsi que j’invite

tous ceux qui veulent jouer avec plus de facilite, à s’en servir,” Ferdinando Carulli, Méthode complette de guitare ou lyre, op. 27 (Paris: Carli, 1810), 4.

20 “Je conseille aux Élèves de ne se servir jamais du pouce de la main gauche: car on peut produire sur la Guitare toute l’harmonie dont elle est susceptible, sans employer

ce doigt, puisque pour le placer, il faut déranger entièrement la main de sa position; l’usage du pouce est d’ailleurs très-incommode pour les petites mains.” Molino, Grande
Méthode, op. 33 (1823), 11.
21 On the subject of gender and the guitar in this period, see Erik Stenstadvold, “‘We Hate the Guitar’: Prejudice and Polemic in the Music Press in Early 19th-Century
Europe,” Early Music 41, no. 4 (2013): 595–604.
22 Dell’Ara, “Luigi, Valentino e Francesco Molino,” 32.
23 Carulli shows in a table the five main positions with which he operates: the first being located at the first fret, the second at the third fret; the third at the fifth fret; the
fourth at the seventh fret; and the fifth position located at the eighth fret. Carulli, Méthode complette, op. 27 (1810), 29.
24 “J’ai remarqué que plusieurs auteurs dans leurs Méthodes comptent à chaque touche une position, c’est-à-dire, à chaque demi ton; je ne puis pas approuver cette manière, car
sur tous les instruments qui ont un manche, tels que le Violon, l’Alto, Basse, la Mandoline, le Luth, etc, on compte à chaque ton entier une position, et on ne le pourroit pas
autrement.” Carulli, Méthode complette, op. 27 (1810), 28. Carulli used the exact same words in his second, third, and fourth editions. There were other guitarists at that time
also using this system such as Antonio Nava. I am indebted to Thomas Heck for providing me with this information.
25 “Dodeci sono le posizioni della mano sinistra,” Francesco Molino, Nouvelle Méthode pour guitare (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1813), 7.
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as the violin, the viola, etc … the positions change only by
every whole-tone. As I also play the violin, I can say that this
instrument does not have any relation with the guitar … So
the method I have just indicated is the clearest.26

The system Carulli had proposed was unsuccessful.
By 1825 he realized that it did not have any future and
modified it:

The guitar undoubtedly has [only] five positions on the neck,
but since the composers and professors have not agreed on
this number of positions, I will limit myself to naming the
frets or “boxes” where we
do most of the scales, and
passages, and these boxes
are the 4th, 5th, 7th and
9th...27

similar opening motif as Carulli did: a falling triad landing
on the supertonic on the first beat of the second measure,
resolving to the tonic. We even find that the grace note in
the second measure of Molino’s guitar part matches a similar
ornament in Carulli’s violin part (see figures 3 and 4). Yet we
cannot say for certain if this is an indication of an intended
imitation by Molino. The falling triad as a musical opening
motif was a typical topos of the period, used in music for
many instruments. In the two concertos here discussed, the
opening themes continue differently after that brief statement
and there are no other noticeable resemblances.

As a matter of fact,
Figure 3. Excerpt from Ferdinando Carulli, Concerto pour guitare ou lyre, op. 140
Carulli met his adversaries
(Paris: Carli, 1820), first violin, 2.
only halfway; he did not
actually yield to a system of
one position per fret, he just
avoided the term “position” by
instead employing the French
word “case” (literally “box,”
signifying the part of the
Figure 4. Excerpt from Francesco Molino, Grand Concerto pour la guitare, op. 56
fingerboard between two
(Paris: Chez l’auteur, 1829–32), guitar part, 2.
frets). He would thus write
“5me Case” where Molino
and others would have indicated “5me Pos.” The point
On the other hand, only a handful of guitar concertos
remains that, by the time La Guitaromanie was published,
had been written before 1829, so it is scarcely believable
Carulli was no longer using the violinistic position system
that Molino would not have known Carulli’s work. It is
as claimed by Dell’Ara. The word “case” instead of “pos.”
possible that Molino quoted the opening because he wanted
could hardly have caused the damaging of all the guitars
to show that he could make a better work than Carulli,
pictured in the Discussion.
thereby proving his superiority as a composer. But we should
not exclude the possibility that he made the quotation as a
tribute to his famous colleague, even if this does not concur
A Case of Plagiarism?
with the theories of their rivalry. Whatever the case, since La
Sometime between 1829 and 1833, Molino published
Guitaromanie was printed before October 1828, and Molino’s
his Grand Concerto pour la guitare, op. 56, dedicated
28
concerto was published one year later at the earliest, it is hard
to Madame La Baronne Gros. As Richard Long has
to imagine that the quarrel of the Discussion was fueled by
observed, this work brings to mind Carulli’s Petit Concerto
Molino imitating the beginning of Carulli’s concerto.
de société, op. 140, published in 1820.29 Both concertos are
in E minor, and in the first movement Molino used a very

26 “Il y a des Maîtres, qui comptent seulement cinq positions sur la Guitare, disant que sur les Instrumens qui ont un manche, tels que le Violon, l’Alto, etc… les positions ne

changent qu’à chaque Note d’un Ton entier. Comme je joue aussi du Violon, je peux dire que cet Instrument n’a aucun rapport avec la Guitare … Ainsi la méthode que je viens
d’indiquer est la plus claire.” Molino, Grande Méthode, op. 33 (1823), 12.
27 “La Guitare a positivement cinq positions sur le manche, mais comme les compositeurs et les professeurs ne sont point d’accord sur ce nombre des positions, je me bornerai à
nommer les touches ou cases ou l’on fait le plus de gammes, de traits et ces cases sont 4.e, 5.e, 7.e et 9.e” Ferdinando Carulli, Méthode complete pour parvenir à pincer de la guitare,
op. 241 (Paris: Carli, 1825), 51.
28 Dell’Ara, Francesco Molino: Vita e opere, 99.
29 See Richard Long, “Guitar Mania in Paris,” sleeve notes to Carulli/Molino: Guitar Concertos, Philips CD, 426 263–2 (1990), 5. I am indebted to Gerhard Penn for calling
this work to my attention.
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Inventing New Guitars

The fact that Carulli and Molino used different guitars may
have been a relevant factor in the querelle.30 Molino used
a standard guitar, but at least from the publication of his
Grande Méthode, op. 33 (1823), he began to promote an
altogether different instrument, which he called nouvelle
guitare (see figure 5). He presented it saying that in order
“to obtain a greater volume of sound, I use a new guitar
of my invention, where the soundboard is slightly convex,
thus making the instrument more resonant.”31 The only
models preserved from that time with the shape seen in the
lithographs in Molino’s methods were made in Mirecourt
by Jean-Joseph Coffé, Cabasse-Visnaire, and the Mauchant
brothers. These guitars have a body size larger than usual,
an arched soundboard, three resonance holes (including two
C-shape holes like the violin), and a curved fingerboard.32
Carulli is reported to have used a standard guitar of
unknown Italian origin,33 although soon after his arrival in
Paris he most probably converted to using French guitars,

Figure 6. Drawing of the décacorde, extracted from Carulli
and Lacôte’s patent document (November 16, 1826), Institut
National de la Propriété Industrielle.

Figure 5. Illustration from Molino, Grande Méthode complète
pour guitare ou lyre, op. 33 (Paris: Chez l’auteur, 1823), pl. 13.

most likely by the luthier Pierre René Lacôte. In 1826,
three years after the invention of Molino’s nouvelle guitare,
Carulli, in cooperation with Lacôte, created the décacorde,
a guitar with ten strings whose design was registered at the
Secrétariat de la Préfecture de la Seine on October 31, 1826
(see figure 6). This was a guitar with only five strings on the
fingerboard, the other five being free-floating bass strings.
Carulli published for this new instrument his Méthode
complète pour le décacorde, op. 293, in August 1826. It
is noteworthy that when referring to his new invention,
Carulli used the same two concepts employed by Molino,
that is to say, volume and resonance, even claiming that the
guitar’s volume had increased by almost a half!34

30 I am grateful to Erik Stenstadvold for drawing my attention to this possibility.
31 “Pour obtenir un plus grand volume de Son, je me sers d’une nouvelle guitare de mon invention, dont la table d’harmonie est un peu bombée, ce qui rend l’instrument plus

sonore,” Molino, Grande Méthode, op. 33 (1823), 12.

32 On this instrument see Panagiotis Poulopoulos, “The Impact of François Chanot’s Experimental Violins on the Development of the Earliest Guitar with an Arched

Soundboard by Francesco Molino in the 1820s,” Early Music 46, no. 1 (2018): 67‒86.

33 James Westbrook, The Century that Shaped the Guitar (London: The Guitar Museum, 2005), 170.
34 “… qui augmente presque de la moitié le son de l’instrument, et le rend en même temps plus harmonieux et plus moelleux que celui de la Guitare ordinaire.” Ferdinando

Carulli, Méthode complète pour le décacorde, op. 293 (Paris: Carli, 1826), 1.
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Like many other experiments with musical instruments
at that time, the décacorde appears not to have become
successful, and apart from the Méthode op. 293, Carulli
never published any music for it. It is therefore not very
likely that this instrument would have been the cause
for the confrontation in the Discussion. None of the
instruments flying in the hands of the contenders display
any of the characteristics of the Mirecourt guitars or the
décacorde, although a possible explanation could be that
Marescot had not instructed the lithographer in this regard
(in addition, most of the guitars are seen only from the
side, with very few details). So, if the caricature reflects a
battle over instruments it is perhaps more likely that it was
over the merits of the standard Lacôte guitar versus the
Mirecourt type, the latter being promoted by Molino.

Nail versus Flesh

In 2014, Dell’Ara proposed two new theories, this time
related to the character of the two guitarists’ music and the
use of nails to pluck the string:
Another cause for dispute could be the nature of the
music of the two masters—Carulli’s brilliant and virtuosic,
Molino’s sweeter and more meditative (although in both
composers there are significant examples of the opposite
character); or it could be the different way in which the
strings were plucked: with the flesh according to Molino,
with the nail according to Carulli’s preference.35

The idea that Carulli’s music was “brilliant and
virtuosic” and Molino’s “sweeter and meditative” seems
to be Dell’Ara’s subjective opinion—even he states that
both composers offer counterexamples. But the theory that
Molino plucked the strings with the flesh of the right-hand
fingers and Carulli with the nails appears to be unfounded.
After a thorough examination of all the guitar methods
by both authors, I have not found a single reference on
this matter by either of them. Furthermore, none of the
doctoral dissertations devoted to guitar technique in this
period have recorded any such reference.36 Most certainly
both these guitarists played with the flesh like the great
majority of their colleagues at that time; if not, it would
surely have been mentioned in one of their methods.

III. Other Differences in Their Teaching

In the remaining part of this article, we shall examine some
differences in the teachings of Carulli and Molino not
commented upon by other scholars. The most important
documents in this regard are the first four editions of
Carulli’s Méthode complette, op. 27 (1810, 1819, 1822 and
ca. 1824), his new edition of the Méthode complete, op. 241
(1825), and Molino’s Grande Méthode complète, op. 33
(1823). As we shall see, in some of his statements Molino
seems to point to Carulli without explicitly saying so; several
of them match precisely the profile of this guitarist.37

On Positioning the Instrument

Around 1825, Prudent-Louis Aubéry du Boulley, a student
of Carulli, described in his Méthode complette, op. 42, the
three most common ways of holding the guitar at that time:
(1) the lower bout on the right thigh (without a footstool);
(2) the waist of the guitar on the left thigh with a stool
under the left foot; and (3) the waist on the right thigh
with the right leg raised on a stool.38 In the first edition of
the Methode complette, op. 27 (1810), Carulli recommends
a position of the instrument where “the lower bout of the
guitar must rest on the [two] thighs, which must be slightly
apart, and with the neck very elevated, so that the instrument
is held almost perpendicularly.”39 This way of holding the
guitar implies that the instrument’s waist does not have any
contact with the thigh and the fact that the instrument is
almost perpendicular is a key factor to setting the left hand
“free.” However, Carulli changed this position completely
in the second edition of his method in 1819, saying that the
student should “support the instrument on the left thigh
[with] the neck [of the guitar] higher than the lower bout,”
and adding that ladies “can use a stool under the left foot.”40

Figure 7. Illustration
from Ferdinando Carulli,
Étrennes aux amateurs,
op. 136 (Paris: Carli,
ca. 1820), title page.

35 “Altro motivo polemico poteva essere la qualità della musica dei due maestri: brillante e virtuosistica quella di Carulli, più dolce e meditativa quella di Molino (sebbene in

entrambi i compositori non manchino significativi esempi di carattere opposto), oppure poteva essere il diverso modo nel tocco delle corde: con il polpastrello secondo Molino,
con l’unghia secondo le preferenze di Carulli.” Dell’Ara, Francesco Molino: Vita e opere, 34.
36 Paul Cox, Classic Guitar Technique and its Evolution as Reflected in the Method Books ca. 1770–1850 (PhD diss., Indiana University Bloomington, 1978); Danielle Ribouillault,
La Technique de guitare en France dans la première moitié du XIXe siècle (PhD diss., Université de Paris Sorbonne, 1980); Pascal Valois, Les Guitaristes français entre 1770 et 1830:
Pratiques d’exécution et catalogue des méthodes (PhD diss., Université Laval, 2009).
37 This may also be seen in the sections related to the use of the left-hand thumb and the indication of the left-hand positions discussed above.
38 Prudent-Louis Aubéry du Boulley, Méthode complette et extrêmement simplifiée pour la guitare, op. 42 (Paris: ca. 1825), 3.
39 “La partie inférieure du corps de la Guitare doit être appuyer sur les cuisses qui doivent être tant soit peu ouvertes, en tenant le manche bien élevé, afin que l’instrument se
trouve presque perpendiculaire,” Carulli, Méthode complette, op. 27 (1810), 3.
40 “On doit appuyer l’instrument sur la cuisse gauche le manche plus élevé que la partie inférieure du corps. Les dames peuvent placer un tabouret sous le pied gauche,” Carulli,
Méthode complette, op. 27 (Paris, 1819), 3.
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This position can be seen on the title page of his Étrennes
aux amateurs, op. 136 (see figure 7), a posture in which the
guitar comes into complete contact with the left thigh of
the guitarist.
Carulli would refine his idea of how to position the
instrument yet a third time. In his new edition of the
Méthode complete, op. 241, from 1825, he proposed that
both men and women should use a footstool under the left
foot,41 a position we already see used by the man in 1820,
as shown in figure 7.
In his early methods from 1813, Molino advised the
student to make use of a ribbon for holding the guitar
during the first months, in order to obtain “more ease in
all the movements of the left hand.”42 In an accompanying
illustration, this ribbon is clearly seen, but the placement
of the guitar in relation to the player’s thighs is more
indistinct.43

Figure 8. Illustration from Francesco Molino,
Méthode de guitare (Paris: Gambaro, 1817), pl. 12.

From 1817 on, Molino shows in several of his tutor
books women using a footstool under the left foot, but
the waist of the guitar never touches the left thigh in any

of these drawings (see figure 8).44 He does not, however,
explain the positions in the text.
In fact, Molino shows precisely the same position in
figure 8 as that explained by another French author, Jean
Baptiste Lintant, who states in his Petite Méthode (1822)
that “the guitar must be placed transversally on the right
thigh, so that the left [thigh] feels it slightly.”45 To conclude
we can say that Molino used a modified version of the first
position mentioned by Aubéry du Boulley (the lower bout
on the right thigh) with a footstool under the left leg, while
Carulli in the 1820s employed the second Boulley position
(the waist of the guitar on the left thigh with a stool).
Certainly, something as fundamental as the manner of
holding the guitar would be a significant difference between
the two schools.

Contrasting Methodologies

Carulli’s Méthode complette, op. 27, from 1810, was
conceived, according to the author, “expressément pour
l’enseignement de son fils Gustave” (specifically for the
teaching of his son Gustave), who was nine years old at
that time. It is perhaps unlikely that the young boy would
have been able to follow the method proposed by his father
unless he was an exceptionally talented pupil for his age;
this notwithstanding, for the very first time there was a
method offering a well-considered progression, from simple
one-voice pieces to more elaborated compositions. Contrary
to this, in his methods, Molino started almost immediately
with two-voice pieces with a higher level of difficulty and
focused more on the knowledge of common arpeggio
patterns, so that the early stage for absolute beginners was
rather poorly covered.
In the third part of the first edition of his opus 27,
Carulli had also introduced twenty-four lessons in the form
of duets “pour l’élève et le maître” (for pupil and teacher),
a section occupying forty-five pages of a total number of
ninety. In fact, this pupil-teacher concept, with a much
simpler part for the pupil, seems to be new in guitar
methodology, and it may have been one of the keys to the
success of this method.46 It is quite likely that Carulli got
the idea from some method books for other instruments
authored expressly for use at the Paris Conservatoire
from 1800 on; several of these included duets where the
teacher accompanied the student such as, for example,

41 Carulli, Méthode complete, op. 241 (1825), 6.
42 “On n’oubliera pas surtout de faire usage d’un ruban pendant les premiers mois, afin de soutenir la Guitare, ainsi qu’on peut le voir par la susdite planche. Par ce moyen

l’Amateur aura plus de facilité dans tous les mouvemens de la main gauche.” Molino, Nouvelle Méthode (1813), 9.

43 Molino, Nouvelle Méthode (1813), pl. II. With no text explaining precisely this illustration, it is impossible to ascertain the exact position.
44 This position can be seen in Molino’s Grande Méthode, op. 33 (1823), pl. 16; and Grande Méthode complete pour la guitare, op. 46 (Paris: Chez l’auteur, 1826–27), s.n. In Les

Guitaristes, 126, Valois incorrectly asserts that Molino used Carulli’s position. Ribouillault, La Technique de guitare, 100, also gives an incorrect position.

45 “Il faut poser la Guitare transversalement sur la cuisse droite, de manière que la gauche la sente légèrement.” Jean Baptiste Lintant, Petite Méthode de guitare ou lyre (Paris:

Petit, 1822), 3. Since Molino never explains his position, but simply shows pictures, Lintant’s explanation is enlightening on this particular way of holding the instrument.

46 Occasionally, guitar methods prior to 1810 contained guitar duets of equal difficulty. One such example is Jean Baptiste Phillis, Nouvelle Méthode pour la lyre ou guitarre à six

cordes (Paris: Pleyel, 1802).
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the violoncello method by Baillot, Levasseur, Catel, and
Baudiot, published in 1804.
The section with the teacher-student duets was kept
throughout the first four editions of Carulli’s opus 27,
that is, from 1810 to ca. 1824, but removed from the
nouvelle edition, op. 241, from 1825. It is not clear why
Carulli omitted it from the new edition,47 but perhaps it
had something to do with a comment Molino had made in
1823, in the introduction to his Grande Méthode, op. 33,
about the importance of including a section with the
elementary principles of music, so that “amateurs, who are
in towns where there are no teachers, will be able, with the
help of this method, to learn music and the guitar at the
same time.”48 Even the earlier German methods by Molino
included such a section, while none of the first four editions
of Carulli’s opus 27 method did. This lack, combined with
the fact that they contained almost fifty pages of duets for
students and teachers, made Carulli’s method much less
useful for an amateur without a teacher. Perhaps influenced
by Molino’s statement from two years before, Carulli, in his
opus 241 of 1825, omitted the duet section and added an
introduction with the general principles of music, with this
explanation:
I also thought that a method for the guitar, or for any other
instrument, could not be truly complete, unless it was
preceded by a brief but clear summary of the elementary
principles of music. The first four editions of my method did
not offer this benefit, but I have remedied this in the fifth
edition, both to follow my personal opinion, and to conform
to the usage adopted by the great masters, in the theoretical
works they have published.49

There was yet another important difference regarding
the methodological approaches of these two guitarists in
their methods. Molino advocated the practice of arpeggio
patterns in the shape of theme and variations as essential to
the process of learning to play the instrument, while Carulli
did not share that vision to the same degree. In this regard,
Molino’s approach was not new: it seems clear that he was
continuing a method of learning the instrument embedded
in the guitar tradition of the second half of the eighteenth
century, although he clearly magnified it.50 In his Nouvelle

Méthode (1813) and Méthode de guitare (1817), Molino
introduces a theme with variations, each with a specific
arpeggio pattern, over a total of fourteen pages. In Le Maître
de guitare, op. 24 (1822), he again uses this formula, now
over sixteen pages, while in his Grande Méthode, op. 33
(1823) and op. 46 (1826–27), he includes a theme with
twenty-two pages of arpeggio variations! He even proudly
drew attention to this system by stating that other authors
ignored it:
They [the amateurs] will also find … 50 variations on a
theme for [practicing] the plucking [i.e., agility of the righthand fingers], which is very necessary to acquire a brilliant
way of playing, and which other authors have almost
completely neglected in their methods.51

Needless to say, there were other methods that did
not include this type of theme and variations, but the
method by Carulli was the most important of them. The
first edition (1810) and second edition (1819) of Carulli’s
method contained one page with thirteen brief arpeggio
patterns, but no extended exercises for their practice. In the
third edition, published in April 1822, he introduced an
additional table with eight new “arpèges difficiles” (difficult
arpeggios). Perhaps the success of Molino’s first method,
which had been published in France in 1817 and included
a theme and variations with thirty-six arpeggio patterns,
had something to do with Carulli’s urge to explore more
finger combinations in his 1822 method. Perhaps it was just
a coincidence, but just three months earlier, in February
of that year, Molino had published Le Maître de guitare,
op. 24, with forty arpeggio patterns. Moreover, in the
Méthode complete, op. 241, of 1825, Carulli acknowledged
his fault in the previous editions for having expected the
students to practice all the different arpeggio patterns on
one sequence of chords (“lesson”) only, now introducing
lessons in various keys for this purpose. By stating that this
would also exercise the left hand, he was in a way criticizing
those (such as Molino?) who proposed the practice of
a multitude of arpeggios on only one chord sequence
(theme):
In my first method, in order to facilitate the study of 22
types of arpeggios that are noted there, I had included only

47 Carulli states that he had “removed everything that seemed useless [and] added many essential things.” (“J’ai retranché à cet effet tout ce qui me paraissait inutile [et] ajouté

beaucoup de choses essentielles”), Carulli, Méthode complete, op. 241 (1825), ii.

48 “Enfin, comme j’ai donné aussi tous les principes élémentaires de musique, bien expliqués, les Amateurs, qui sont dans les Villes ou il n’y a pas de Maîtres, pourront, à l’aide

de cette Méthode, apprendre la musique et la Guitare en même temps.” Molino, Grande Méthode, op. 33 (1823), 1.

49 “J’ai cru en outre qu’une méthode pour la Guitare, ou pour tout autre instrument, ne pouvait être réellement complète, si elle n’était précédée d’un abrégé succinct mais clair,

des principes élémentaires de la musique. Les quatre premières éditions de ma méthode n’offrant pas cet avantage, j’y ai remédié dans la cinquième édition, tant pour suivre mon
sentiment personnel, que pour me conformer à l’usage adopté par les grands maîtres, dans les théories qu’ils ont publiées.” Carulli, Méthode complete, op. 241 (1825), iii.
50 Eighteenth-century authors such as Giacomo Merchi, Pierre Jean Baillon, and Vidal had included themes with arpeggio variations in their methods, and this practice
continued among many early nineteenth-century guitar composers such as Antoine Lemoine, J.B. Bedard, and Antoine Meissonnier to name a few. Les Folies d’Espagne was a
popular tune used for this purpose, although there were several others as well.
51 “Ils y trouveront aussi … 50 variations sur un Thême pour le pincé, ce qui est très nécessaire pour acquérir un jeu brillant, et ce dont les autres auteurs ne se sont presque
point occupés dans leurs méthodes.” Molino, Grande Méthode, op. 33 (1823), 1.
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one small lesson, which in my experience ended up boring
students, and made them totally neglect the arpeggios, whose
regular exercise is extremely essential on the guitar and even
always indispensable. So in order not to repeat the same lesson
over and over again, I have composed nine others, each with an
arpeggio in a different key: thus the student, by exercising the
right hand on these arpeggios,
will also exercise the left hand,
making it easy for him to execute
chords in all the most common
keys.52

Apart from these differences in methodology, Molino
included in his opus 33 an intriguing critique in which he
accused several masters of composing music for guitar that
was either “very difficult” or lacked harmony, “as if it were to
be played on the violin.”53 It is impossible to know if Molino
was referring here to Carulli. Certainly, some of the music in
Carulli’s Method op. 27 was written in a monodic manner,
with little use of bass notes; the duets in particular—even the
teacher’s part—may be considered quite violin-like, although
his solo music was not normally like that. On the contrary,
Carulli had been hailed as the man destined to “elevate the
guitar to the rank of a harmony instrument.”54 In addition,
it was said that, when he arrived in Paris in 1808, his music
was considered “too difficult,” so that publishers did not dare
invest in it, and as a consequence, he “had to put a part of his
talent to one side, and his reputation increased in proportion
as he deserved it less in his own eyes”.55

Slurs en Miniature

A left-hand technique often used in the second half of the
eighteenth century and early nineteenth century was the écho
or vibration. This technique implied plucking in a normal
way a note on one string while a succeeding note on the next,
lower string is produced by a hammering-on with a left-hand
finger alone, thus creating the sensation of technical slur (see
figure 9). Carulli explained this in his opus 27 of 1810:

Figure 9. Carulli, Méthode complette, op. 27 (1810), 22.

Figure 10. Molino, Grande Méthode, op. 33 (1823), 25.

When slurring notes in pairs, it is often found, descending,
that a plucked note on one string must be slurred to another
note on the next string, and we do it by the écho. The écho is
made by setting a string in vibration, and pressing the finger
forcefully on the next string, without plucking it.56

Molino had never recommended this technique in his
methods,57 and in his Grande Méthode, op. 33 (1823), he
strongly opposed it (see figure 10):

To execute this descending scale, the other masters pluck
only the first note G of the first string and slur all the others
with the left hand. But it is not possible to slur the notes well
and to give them [sufficient] strength if we do not pluck the
notes on each string to set this string in vibration; otherwise
these are slurs that we might call slurs in miniature.58

Molino seems to mock those employing this technique
by using the expression coulés en miniature (slurs in
miniature). Indeed, he underscored his opposition by saying
that “good taste requires that the two notes [of a slur] are
always played on the same string, so that their sound is
equal,”59 implying that those using the écho, Carulli being a
principal advocate, had no taste; again a serious allegation.

52 “Dans ma première méthode, pour faciliter l’étude de 22 arpèges qui y sont notés, je n’avais tracé qu’une seule petite leçon, qui d’après l’expérience que j’en ai faite finissait

par ennuyer les élèves, et leur faisait totalement négliger les arpèges, dont l’exercice familier est extrêmement essentiel sur la Guitare, et même toujours indispensable: ainsi pour
ne pas répéter à l’infini la même leçon, j’en ai composé neuf autres, chacune avec un arpège et dans un ton différent: ainsi l’élève, en exerçant la main droite sur ces arpèges,
exercera aussi la main gauche, et se rendra facile l’exécution des accords dans tous les tons les plus usités.” Carulli, Méthode complete, op. 241 (1825), ii.
53 “Mais il y a très-peu d’auteurs qui composent de la musique agréable, et qui soit bien propre à cet instrument: les uns la font trop difficile; les autres le composent avec trèspeu d’harmonie, comme si elle devait être jouée sur le violon.” Molino, Grande Méthode, op. 33 (1823), 1.
54 “D’élever la guitare au rang des instrumens d’harmonie,” Revue musicale, February 12, 1831: 12.
55 “Tout ce qu’il [Carulli] écrivait était trouvé trop difficile; les marchands de musique n’osaient se charger de ses ouvrages: il fallut bien qu’il renonçât à montrer une partie de
son talent, et sa réputation s’augmenta à mesure qu’il la méritait moins à ses propres yeux.” Revue musicale, February 12, 1831: 12. I am grateful to Erik Stenstadvold for bringing
this to my attention.
56 “En liant les notes deux par deux, il se rencontre souvent, en descendant, qu’ayant pincé une note sur une corde, elle doit être liée avec une autre note sur la corde suivante,
alors on la fait par écho. L’écho se fait en donnant la vibration à une corde, et en appuyant le doigt avec force sur la corde qui suit, sans l’avoir pincée.” Carulli, Méthode complette,
op. 27 (1810), 21. Carulli will call it vibration in his op. 241 (1825).
57 Molino, Nouvelle Méthode (1813), 30.
58 “Les autres maîtres pour exécuter cette gamme en descendant, pincent seulement la premier note Sol de la chanterelle, et lient toutes les autres avec la main gauche mais il
n’est pas possible de bien lier les notes, et de leur donner de la force, si on ne pince pas une note à chaque corde pour mettre cette corde en vibration; autrement ce sont de coulés
qu’on peut appeler coulés en miniature,” Molino, Grande Méthode, op. 33 (1823), 25.
59 “Le bon goût exige que les deux notes s’exécutent toujours jouées sur la même corde, pour que leur son soit bien égal,” Molino, Grande Méthode, op. 33 (1823), 24.
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UNRAVELING THE DISCUSSION
But in the second part of
the second edition of opus 27
from 1819, Carulli introduced
a mixture of the two systems
for advanced students,
Figure 11. Carulli, Méthode complette, op. 27 (1810), 19.
alternating the middle and
index fingers for notes on the
treble strings as before, but now
using the thumb only for the
lower strings (see figure 12).
But in his Méthode complete,
Figure 12. Excerpt from Carulli, Méthode complette, op. 27 (Paris: Carli, 1819), 29.
op. 241 (1825), he abandoned
the use of two different systems
within the method and
acknowledged that it would be
better for the student to learn
only one system, alternating
Figure 13. Excerpt from Molino, Le Maître de guitare, op. 24 (Paris: Chez l’auteur, 1822),
the fingers on the treble strings
8. Molino indicates right-hand fingering by numbers followed by a dot: thumb (1.), index (2.)
from the very beginning (see
and medium (3.).
again figure 12).62
Molino also proposed
several systems in his various
methods. By 1822, he stated
that “when we have two or
three consecutive notes on
Figure 14. Excerpt from Molino, Grande Méthode, op. 33 (1823), 18.
the same string ... it will be
The numbers with a subscript dot have the same meaning as in figure 13
necessary to play them with
(“pouce” also indicates the right-hand thumb).
two fingers alternatively” (see
figure 13), which is actually the
Right-Hand Fingering of Scales
same system we see in figure 11 by Carulli.63
Carulli’s and Molino’s ways of teaching right-hand fingering
A year later, however, Molino showed an altogether
in scalar passages seem to have both similarities and
different system in his Grande Méthode, op. 33 (1823),
differences.60 In his Méthode complette, op. 27, of 1810,
where he presented a pattern that promotes finger
Carulli proposed two systems. The first appeared in the first
repetitions (see figure 14), using a combination that
part of the method and was addressed to absolute beginners;
strongly recalls Carulli’s system for beginners, as though
it consisted in playing all the notes on the first string with
Molino had actually been influenced by him. Although he
the middle finger, those on the second and third strings
does not say so explicitly, this system was most certainly
with the index finger, and those on the fourth, fifth and
recommended for passages of moderate tempo and seems
sixth with the thumb.61 The second system was introduced
to be designed to avoid “cross-fingering.”64 Subsequent
in the second part of the method and was addressed to more
methods such as the Grande Méthode, op. 46 (1826–27),
advanced students in order to play notes in rapid succession;
also include this pattern.
it required alternating the thumb and the index finger for
the bass notes, and the middle and index fingers for the
treble strings (see figure 11).
60 For an overview of the détaché systems employed by various guitarists at that time, see Damián Martín Gil, “L’insegnamento dei passaggi détaché nei metodi pubblicati tra il

1750 e il 1850,” Il Fronimo 158 (2012): 27‒44.

61 Carulli, Méthode complette, op. 27 (1810), 4. This system was modified if notes on the fourth and fifth strings were to be accompanied by bass notes using in that case only

the index finger for the fourth and fifth strings and the thumb for the basses.

62 “Je n’avais pas remarqué alors que j’obligeais l’élève à faire deux études différentes: lors qu’il commence, il vaut mieux lui faire constamment alterner les deux doigts.” Carulli,

Méthode complete, op. 241 (1825), ii.

63 “Et lorsqu’il y aura deux, ou trois notes de suite sur la même corde, comme dans l’exemple Nº 5, il faudra les pincer avec deux doigts alternativement,” Francesco Molino, Le

Maître de guitare, op. 24 (Paris: Chez l’auteur, 1822), 8.

64 “Cross-fingering” (sometimes also called “inverted crossing”) is a terminology signifying when, in an ascending passage, the middle finger plucks the last note on one string

and the index finger the first note on the higher string, and vice versa when descending. See Charles Duncan, The Art of Classical Guitar Playing (Miami: Summy Birchard,
1980), 72–73.
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Figure 15. Excerpt from “La Discussion, rondeau,” in Marescot, La Guitaromanie, 34.

In conclusion, we see that Molino and Carulli proposed
different systems in moderate tempos. By the time La
Guitaromanie was published, Carulli was using a system
alternating the middle and index fingers, while Molino
advocated a system with finger repetitions.65 We may assume,
however, that they agreed on the way to play rapid scales.
It is also noticeable that the two guitarists used different
symbols for the right-hand fingers; Carulli used letters while
Molino employed numbers, a peculiar inconvenience to
those Carullists wanting to read Molino’s method and
vice versa.

A Question without Answers: Conclusions

We have seen that there were considerable dissimilarities in
the teachings of Carulli and Molino, and further that some
statements by Molino may have been a veiled criticism
of his illustrious colleague. Whatever the reasons for the
alleged friction between them, Marescot may have regarded
it as rather hilarious: to accompany the caricature, he

even included a simple two-page piece with the name “La
Discussion, rondeau.” The piece has two distinct voices—
perhaps signifying the two guitarists—and it resembles
comical chasings, as if alluding to two different factions
(see figure 15). And so even the music reflects the famous
quarrel!
La Guitaromanie was certainly a ploy by Marescot in
order to gain rich profits, something at which he seems
to have been an expert. It definitely had all the necessary
ingredients to sell well: easy music, jocose caricatures, and
even a tantalizing backstory. In the end we do not know to
what extent the disagreements between Carulli and Molino
really resulted in a heated conflict, or if their rivalry was in
fact an amicable debate between respected colleagues; Sor
and Aguado propagated utterly dissimilar guitar techniques,
and yet they were close friends. Marescot’s caricature,
the Discussion, was after all precisely that: a caricature.

65 Carulli made a point of practicing scales with different fingers (either m–i or i–m) in order to overcome the possible obstacles of cross-fingering. Carulli, Méthode complette,

op. 27 (1819), 29. See also Ferdinando Carulli, Supplément à la méthode, op. 192 (Paris: Carli, 1822), 37‒40.

guitarfoundation.org Soundboard Scholar No. 6

21

FEATURE
TIMBRE-BASED COMPOSITION FOR THE GUITAR: A Non-guitarist’s
Approach to Mapping and Notation
By Jason Noble and Steve Cowan
1. Introduction

Composing for the guitar can be intimidating for nonguitarists.1 The guitar is a polyphonic instrument for
which much of the canonical repertoire involves complex
counterpoint and chord voicings, but it lacks the linear
tonotopic organization that characterizes most keyboard
instruments. It therefore poses unique challenges to nonguitarist composers in visualizing how polyphony will
work on the instrument: how particular passages will be
fingered and whether they can be played smoothly, how
the composer’s desired pitch structure will translate into a
spatial configuration, what physical gestures will be required
in performance, and how much time those gestures will
take to execute. And yet guitarist composers—deeply
immersed in thinking “idiomatically” about music for
their instrument—may become so entrenched in familiar
patterns that novel solutions to compositional problems
may become elusive. It is therefore desirable for nonguitarists to compose for the guitar: their fresh perspectives
may uncover new ways of thinking about music for the
instrument precisely because they are not steeped in the
instrument’s conventional playing techniques.
In this paper, we propose that focusing on timbre rather
than polyphony may offer a productive and appealing
approach for non-guitarist composers who wish to compose
for the guitar. The authors are longstanding collaborators
who have produced a great deal of new guitar music, some
of which has gained international recognition: non-guitarist
composer Jason Noble and guitarist Steve Cowan. Noble’s
“way in” was through timbre-based composition: as much
as the guitar’s polyphonic potential is tantalizing, he felt
that anything he could offer in this realm would pale in
comparison to the offerings of guitarist composers who
truly understand the kinesiology and mechanics of the
instrument. As such, he sought to find his own guitaristic
voice in other compositional parameters, which all revolve
in one way or another around timbre. The guitar’s rich
palette of timbres can be as appealing as its capacity

for polyphony. It is also more intuitive for composers
acclimatized to working directly with timbre—as so many
are in the twenty-first century—and it may offer ways to
compose substantively for the guitar without accidentally
writing awkward, excessively difficult music that is unpleasant
to perform.
We offer this account of our methods in the hopes that
it may prove useful to other non-guitarist composers who
may be intrigued but intimidated by the guitar. In so doing,
we contribute to an already substantial body of resources
available for composers writing for the guitar.2 Many of
these resources offer extensive accounts of conventional
and extended playing techniques, and they are invaluable
assets. The challenges that we feel are not fully addressed in
existing sources include: (1) notation of timbral effects and
(2) visualization of physical execution of timbral effects,
especially in musical contexts. Our discussion will explore
problems we have encountered and the solutions we have
found useful.

2. Notation and Mappings

Conventional Western musical notation prioritizes mappings
between selected signs and pitch (along the vertical
dimension) and duration (along the horizontal dimension),
with other parameters, such as loudness, represented less
systematically with additional signs. Timbre has traditionally
been represented rather crudely, with textual indications of
instrument and/or playing technique (e.g., sul ponticello,
tambora) but little customized symbolic notation. The lack
of precise systems for notating timbre may follow from
timbre’s famously “multidimensional” character:3 when we
speak of timbre we are in fact speaking of the perceptual
representation of an amalgam of acoustical descriptors
including attack time, spectral centroid, harmonicity,
noisiness, spectral flux, and many others. Given the inherent
complexity of timbre as a musical parameter, any attempt to
represent it notationally seems destined to be incomplete.
Nevertheless, we have developed notation for certain
mappings that we find useful in representing timbre.

1 Sound files and additional images to accompany this article, along with a bibliography to accompany the notes, can be found online at https://soundboardscholar.org, in the
section “Soundboard Scholar Online.”
2 See, for example: Seth Josel & Ming Tsao, The Techniques of Guitar Playing (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 2014); Martin Vishnick, A Survey of Extended Techniques on the Classical SixString Guitar with Appended Studies in New Morphological Notation (PhD diss., City University London, 2014); Jonathan Godfrey, Principles of Idiomatic Guitar Writing (PhD
diss., Indiana University, 2013); Marlon Titre, Thinking Through the Guitar: the Sound-Cell-Texture Chain (PhD diss., Leiden University, 2013); Julian Bream, “How to Write for
the Guitar,” Guitar Forum 2 (2003): 1–8; David Laganella, The Composer’s Guide to the Electric Guitar (Pacific: Mel Bay, 2003); Robert Tomaro, “Contemporary Compositional
Techniques for the Electric Guitar in United States Concert Music,” Journal of New Music Research 23, no. 4 (1994): 349–67; John Schneider, The Contemporary Guitar (Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 1985).
3 Stephen McAdams, “The Perceptual Representation of Timbre,” in Timbre: Acoustics, Perception, and Cognition, ed. Kai Siedenburg, Charalampos Saitis, Stephen McAdams,
Arthur Popper, and Richard Fay (Cham: Springer, 2019), 23–57.
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This essay will focus on three of these:
1. Physical mapping from notation onto physical objects, such as parts of the guitar;
2. Analogical mapping from notation onto models from
other domains, such as vowels; and
3. Organizational mapping from notation onto musical
structures, especially orderings of musical events
that do not follow a straightforward linear pattern.
These mappings are used in tandem with the
conventional notation for pitch, rhythm, loudness, and
so forth, which remain in place in our work even as we
have expanded our notational practice. In the remainder
of this essay, we address each of these types of mapping
individually.
The most important point we wish to make through
this discussion is that notation should be viewed not as
a closed system within which the composer is bound to
work but as an open system over which the composer has
a certain amount of creative control—a system that may
be modified freely to reflect the particular problems and
solutions of a given project.

3. Physical Mapping

As every string player knows, most available pitches can
be played on multiple strings, and the choice of where to
place it depends partly on technical considerations and
partly on the sounding result. When a composer specifies
a string number above a note, they provide a physical
mapping in addition to pitch information, often because
of subtle timbral differences between the same note played
in different positions. For non-pitched (or semi-pitched)
sounds, the differences may arguably be greater. Muted
guitar strings can sound dramatically different depending
on the position of the left hand. This may be seen in the
following spectrographs, which we present as visualizations
of how the distribution of sound energy can change with
different playing techniques. Table 1 (online) shows
spectrographs of the high E string muted near the nut, near

the middle of the string, and between the fretboard and
the bridge. In these spectrographs, the x-axis is time, the
y-axis is frequency, and darkness indicates sound energy.
While these sounds are not characterized by a distinct sense
of pitch—certainly not as distinct as the pitch of a fretted
note or a natural harmonic—changing the physical mute
position correspondingly changes the distribution of noise
energy in the sound. The length of the string segment
isolated by the mute position affects the shape of the
spectrograph and the perceived brightness of the timbre.4
Table 1 (online at soundboardscholar.org). Spectrographs of
high E string muted in different positions. Images generated
using AudioSculpt.5

The differences may be even more striking when
multiple muted strings are played. Table 2 (online) shows
spectrographs of all six guitar strings plucked in the same
three positions.
Table 2 (online at soundboardscholar.org).
Spectrographs of all six strings muted in different positions.

Composers interested in timbre-based composition
may wish to specify the relative brightness of muted string
sounds. A simple way is to use x-shaped noteheads for
the sounds and to write the left-hand position in roman
numerals above. We used this technique in the opening
section of Take Me Back (2017), an excerpt of which is
shown in figure 1. In this section, combinations of different
mute positions and different speeds of muted rolls allow
the guitar to imitate the calls of various seabirds. There are
also several aspects of temporal deployment specified here in
ways that depart from common practice notation: these will
be discussed in section 5 (Organizational Mapping) below.

3.1 Physical Mapping of Percussive Effects

Similarly, the timbre of percussive effects (traditionally
referred to as golpes) can vary enormously depending on
what part of the instrument is struck and what it is struck
with. Guitarists are often enthusiastic to show off this

Figure 1. Excerpt from Take Me Back (2017), for electric guitar and electronics track.
Fret positions for muted strums in roman numerals above the staff.
4 Duncan Williams and Tim Brookes, “Perceptually-Motivated Audio Morphing: Brightness” (paper presented at the Convention of the Audio Engineering Society, Vienna,
Austria, May 2007).
5 Niels Bogaards, Philippe Depalle, et al., AudioSculpt (version 3.4.5), software (Paris: IRCAM, 2015).
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variety, and yet we know of no standardized system of
notation for this great range of noise-based timbres—apart
from littering the page with textual instructions that can
quickly become unwieldy. In composing we never told
nobody (2019), which opens with an extended percussion
section, we addressed this lacuna by developing a two-staff
system for the guitar, shown in figure 2. One staff is the
standard five-line treble staff for the strings, and the other
is a four-line staff with each line representing a part of the
body of the guitar (from top to bottom: the neck, upper top
of body, lower top of body, and side of body). Each of these
is given a boxed label the first time it appears in the score
to help the performer remember the mapping between staff
lines and physical position. The muted strings constitute
further locations for percussive effects, either singly or in
combination.

Table 3. Icons for exciters in we never told nobody.

Although this model is still very reductive—there is
plenty of room for variation of the exact physical positions
represented by the lines of the body staff, for instance—the
many possible combinations of these resonators and exciters
already opens up a rich palette of percussion sounds and
an intuitive way to notate them. Each combination of an
exciter and a resonator will result in a different timbre:
sometimes the differences may be subtle and sometimes they
may be dramatic. Table 4 (online) shows spectrographs and
corresponding notation for each of the resonators listed in
figure 2, excited with the thumb at a medium-soft dynamic.
Table 4 (online at soundboardscholar.org). Spectrographs of the
same exciter applied to different resonators, paired with the corresponding notation.

Table 5 (online) shows spectrographs and corresponding
notation for each of the exciters in table 1 applied to the
upper top of the guitar at a medium-soft dynamic.

Figure 2. Double-staff notation for physical mapping
of percussive effects.

In addition to the physical position on the instrument,
the timbre of a percussive effect is significantly affected
by what material or part of the body is used to set the
vibration in motion. That is, the timbre is determined by
the combination of a resonator (vibrating body) and an
exciter (vibration initiator), both of which must be specified
if the timbre is to be notated precisely.6 In we never told
nobody, we used only different parts of the hand as exciters:
fingernails, fingertips, flat fingers, thumb, knuckles, and
palm. These were indicated using icons in the score. Each
gesture in the opening section is marked with one of the six
icons in table 3.

Table 5 (online at soundboardscholar.org). Spectrographs of
different exciters applied to the same resonator, paired with the
corresponding notation.

This system enables a fairly wide range of different
percussive timbres for the guitar to be called for in rapid
succession and with rhythmic precision. The notation does
not require excessive text instructions and is easily legible,
as demonstrated in the excerpt from we never told nobody in
figure 3. Laying the series of timbres out through this kind
of physical mapping may also help the composer visualize the
physical execution, anticipating which gestures will follow
easily due to physical proximity and/or smooth transition
between hand positions, and which may require more time to
execute.
Not all combinations of exciters and resonators will
necessarily be equally effective, nor will they all be available at
a full range of dynamics: in some cases, only very soft sounds
will be possible, while
others might yield
a full range from
pianissimo to fortissimo.
The system may easily
be expanded to include
other staff lines for

Figure 3. Excerpt from we never told nobody showing rapid successions of percussive timbres.
6 Danuta Mirka, The Sonoristic Structuralism of Krzysztof Penderecki (Katowice, Poland: Music Academy, 2014).
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other physical positions, and other icons for additional
exciters such as mallets, plectrums, and so forth. Finer
gradations of physical positions can be specified by adding
text instructions and/or arrows, as in the passage shown in
figure 4 in which the performer knocks their way along the
side of the guitar.

Figure 4. Excerpt from we never told nobody, showing
progressive change of position.

Finally, in addition to specifying the exciter, resonator,
and dynamic, the composer may sometimes wish to specify
physical gestures involved in sound production, which can
also have significant effects on the resulting timbre: for
example, whether the specified part of the instrument is to
be struck, rubbed, scraped, and so forth. We have typically
used striking as the default mode of sound production and
explained deviations from this using text instructions as
required, as seen in figure 5. If different physical gestures
were to be required frequently, assigning a different
notehead to each gesture might be an efficient solution.

Figure 5. Excerpt from we never told nobody, calling for
a physical gesture other than striking.

4. Analogical Mapping

The discussion of physical mapping above focused on
prescriptive notation, which consists of a set of signs
instructing the execution of the desired sounds. It may

also sometimes be desirable to use descriptive notation,
which consists of a set of signs representing the sounding
result,7 often presented with analogical mappings (that is,
the notational signs provide analogies for some aspect(s)
of the musical sound). Let us say at the outset that the
prescriptive-descriptive distinction need not be considered
absolute or mutually exclusive: many notational systems
incorporate elements of both, and the distinction between
them is not always perfectly clear. Nevertheless, the
distinction is germane for many contemporary approaches
to musical composition and analysis. In tables 4 and 5
above, the spectrographs are more descriptive, with the
y-axis mapping analogically onto frequency, the x-axis
onto time, and darkness or color onto amplitude, while
the notational excerpts are more prescriptive, with signs
representing the actions required to produce the sounds
rather than the properties of the sounds as such. In
twentieth- and twenty-first century musical notation, many
types of graphical practices replace prescriptive elements
of conventional notation with descriptive representations:
for example, in “sound mass” pieces, composers sometimes
replace conventional signs prescribing precise pitches with
shapes that more intuitively describe the sounding result,
such as the black blocks in Ligeti’s Volumina (1973) or
the electrocardiogram-like glissando lines in Penderecki’s
Polymorphia (1963), shown in figure 6 (online).
Figure 6 (online at soundboardscholar.org). Excerpt from
Penderecki’s Polymorphia, showing analogical mapping in
graphical notation.

Some recent strains of musical analysis have also
developed systems for descriptive analogical mappings.
For example, Lasse Thoresen’s Aural Sonology project
expands on the work of Pierre Schaeffer in an attempt to
emancipate “music as heard,”8 in part through an elaborate
system of descriptive symbols that map onto various sonic
properties. Some of these are presented in figure 7 (online).
Thoresen’s descriptive symbols are intended to be overlaid
on spectrographs, providing a detailed visualization of many
properties of heard sounds. While conceived as an analytical
system, the compositional utility of Thoresen’s descriptive
system has been apparent to many young composers, some
of whom have used it as an aid in notating the sounds they
imagine or even as an alternate notation system.
Figure 7 (online at soundboardscholar.org). Some of the
symbols used by Lasse Thoresen for descriptive notation of
musical sound.

7 Mieko Kanno, “Prescriptive Notation: Limits and Challenges,” Contemporary Music Review 26, no. 2 (2007): 231–54.
8 Lasse Thoresen and Andreas Hedman, Emergent Musical Forms: Aural Explorations (London, ON: University of Western Ontario, 2015).
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As figures 6 and 7 illustrate, descriptive analogical
mappings may be communicated by various types of signs.
Iconic signs, such as Penderecki’s glissando lines, convey
aspects of the sounding result through similarity between
the sign and its object (in this case, when the line ascends
on the page, the sound ascends in pitch space). Symbolic
signs, such as the signs used by Thoresen to distinguish
pitched, dystonic, and unpitched sounds, are related to their
objects by arbitrary convention rather than by any necessary
similarity (for example, the connection between a circle and
a pitched sound is established arbitrarily). The question we
believe to be most pertinent in choosing between notational
options—prescriptive vs. descriptive, iconic vs. symbolic—
is: what is the most helpful and efficient way to convey the
necessary information in a particular compositional context?
The answer will no doubt vary from situation to situation
and from composer to composer. We illustrate some of the
solutions we have found effective below. In the first, we
developed an iconic descriptive mapping for continuous
pitch and loudness, because finer gradations were required
than conventional notation allowed. In the second, we
chose a descriptive symbolic mapping for timbre, using
conventional symbols of the International Phonetic
Alphabet (IPA), because analogies between vowels and
musical timbres were essential to the project. In the third,
we used a combination of prescriptive symbolic notation
and descriptive text instructions, because we deemed this
to be the simplest way to convey the information required
for the music (which itself maps analogically onto other
domains).

4.1. Iconic Descriptive Mapping of
Continuous Pitch and Dynamics

In Take Me Back (2017), for electric guitar and electronics
track, we used recorded interviews with residents of our
home province of Newfoundland and Labrador, Canada, as
source material. One of our goals in this composition was to
create a hybrid sound world incorporating elements of speech
and elements of music, allowing the guitar to interact with
the recorded samples as seamlessly as possible. We decided
to use slide guitar, which allows for continuous unfretted
pitch variation, as a way to mimic the constant fluctuation of
the frequencies of the spoken voice. We sought to transcribe
musical lines corresponding with vocal frequencies—in some
cases, the fundamental, in other cases, upper partials—in
order to blend the electric guitar and the recorded speech
smoothly together. In order to achieve this, we needed to find
a way to notate pitch with a much finer degree of precision
than is allowed by conventional notation, which is quantized
at the semitone. Even the use of microtonal accidentals
was deemed insufficient, because spoken pitch is a true
continuum and no discrete scale, however small its intervals,
could adequately map onto it. Similarly, the dynamics
of speech, which are also constantly and continuously
fluctuating, cannot be adequately represented with coarse
dynamic levels such as pianissimo or mezzo forte. In both the
pitch and the dynamic domain, we needed a way to notate
continuous fluctuation with a high degree of precision.
Our solution was to develop a notation system modeled
on the stylized partial-tracking produced by the free, opensource software SPEAR (Sinusoidal Partial Editing, Analysis
& Resynthesis).9 The representations produced by SPEAR
differ from ordinary spectrographs in that the sound signals
are analyzed into partial
tracks rather than simple
distributions of energy,
making it easier to follow
their linear trajectories.
Figure 8 shows a SPEAR
analysis of one of our
speech samples. Light gray
lines indicate sinusoidal
approximations of noise
components; dark gray or
black lines indicate strong
partials that define the
pitch and contribute most
strongly to the timbre of
the sound.
As seen in figure 9,
which corresponds to the
Figure 8. SPEAR analysis of speech sample used in Take Me Back.
first two seconds of the

9 Michael Klingbiel, SPEAR (Sinusoidal Partial Editing, Analysis, and Resynthesis), version 0.7.4, software (New York: Columbia University, 2009), http://www.klingbeil.com/

spear/.
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above SPEAR analysis, we plotted selected partial tracks
on an adapted staff and zoomed in to the specific region of
frequency space required for the transcription, with each
staff line representing a specific semitone. However, unlike
staves in common-practice notation, these lines represent
points of orientation within a continuum rather than
discrete values. In the guitar’s gestures, noteheads indicate
pluck points and the glissando line that follows indicates
the pitch trajectory. Pluck points are to be executed with the
volume on zero in order to avoid too percussive an attack
and to more closely approximate the partial’s naturally
smooth onset; thereafter, the thickness of the line indicates
the dynamic, as controlled with a volume pedal. As we
discovered, when these parameters are controlled precisely,
the electric guitar is able to simulate sinusoidal partial
tracks remarkably effectively, creating a convincing illusion
of the guitar and the voice melding together. To facilitate
this effect in performance, we slowed down the pace of the
recorded speech (sometimes the original sample, sometimes
with electronic processing) to a pace with which the
performer could more reliably synchronize.

4.2. Symbolic Descriptive Mapping of
Vowel-Timbre Analogies

An iconic mapping onto timbre would be more difficult
to represent visually than an iconic mapping onto
pitch or dynamics, because—to reiterate—timbre is
multidimensional: whereas pitch can be plotted relatively
simply on a two-dimensional staff or graph, it would not be
possible to represent timbre in toto in such a straightforward
way. If a composer wishes to create a notational mapping
for timbre, then, they must consider other options. For
example, they could focus on one parameter of timbre (e.g.,
brightness, noisiness, sharpness of attack) and develop a
two-dimensional representation for that parameter only.
Another option would be to focus on prescriptive rather
than descriptive notation, providing precise instructions
in the score for how to produce the desired timbres rather
than a precise characterization of the sounding result. This
was the approach taken by composer Alvaro Company in

Figure 10. Excerpt from the performance notes of Alvaro
Company’s Las seis cuerdas.

his piece Las seis cuerdas (published 2013). Company used
the signs shown in figure 10 to specify the string, precise
pluck position between the bridge and the 12th fret, and
angle of the plucking nail or flesh for every gesture in the
piece.10 A third option is to represent timbre symbolically
rather than iconically: using arbitrarily assigned symbols
to signify timbres the performer can recognize and try to
emulate. That is, the composer can use symbols to provide
the performer with descriptive analogical mappings for the
desired timbres.
This third option was the approach we took in the
sections of we never told nobody that emulate speech
patterns. Like Take Me Back (described above), we never told
nobody uses recorded interviews with Newfoundlanders as
source material, but focuses more on the musical qualities
of rhythm and dialectal variation rather than the inner
(spectral) structure of speech sounds. Since the speed of
delivery is one of the features that give Newfoundland
dialects their distinct rhythms and flavors, we decided not
to modify the tempo of the original recordings. This means
that the performer has much less time to negotiate microtuning when playing with a speech track, so we decided to
notate the pitches in an equal-tempered approximation,
allowing the performer to realize pitch in the normal way
and to focus their attention elsewhere. But we wanted the
timbres of different notes to vary frequently and rapidly,
emulating (if not exactly
replicating) the timbral
variation of speech
syllables. The first step
was to figure out how
to map guitar timbres
onto phonemes; the
second step was to figure
out how to notate this
symbolically.

Figure 9. Continuous pitch and dynamic notation in Take Me Back.

10 Caroline Traube, “La Notation du timbre instrumental: noter la cause ou l’effet dans le rapport geste-son,” Circuit: Musiques contemporaines 25, no. 1 (2015): 30.
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The research of Caroline Traube proved to be an
The words spoken in the recordings are transcribed
invaluable resource in this project.11 Traube has shown that
below the guitar line, with the rhythm notated as closely as
the formant structures (regions of concentrated energy in
possible. We acknowledged that natural speech will never
the spectrum) of guitar tones vary in a way similar to the
be precisely metronomic in its tempo and rhythm, and the
formant structures of spoken vowels, depending on the
player will need to listen to the recordings to get a feel for
pluck position and the angle of attack of the guitar tone.
the “speech rubato”—the natural push and pull of time
Effectively, she provides a more detailed and nuanced
in the speech patterns—rather than realizing the rhythms
account of the well-known timbral variation along the sul
with mechanical precision. The notated vowels correspond
ponticello–sul tasto continuum, isolating a series of points
approximately with the vowels in the speech patterns, with
in the continuum and identifying the vowels with which
two important limiting factors. First, the variety of vowel
they correspond analogically, as
depicted in figure 11.
Traube provides a precise
distance from the bridge for each
vowel, calculated mathematically
and given in centimeters. It would
have been possible to use these
distances to create a prescriptive
notation similar to that used by
Alvaro Company, but since our
aesthetic goal in this piece was to
emulate speech quality, we felt that
descriptive notation would serve
our purposes more directly by
Figure 12. Symbolic notation of vowel analogies in we never told nobody.
focusing the performer’s attention
on the desired timbral analogy with vowels. Therefore,
sounds used in natural speech is much greater than the
we adopted the standard IPA symbols used in figure 11,
variety of vowels available in Traube’s system, so we often
provided the diagram in figure 11 in the performance
had to choose the closest available approximation. Second,
notes, explained that each IPA symbol corresponds to a
there are practical limitations to the pluck position changes
that a performer can execute at the pace of speech rhythms,
especially the famously rapid pace of speech characteristic
of many Newfoundland dialects. Movements between
very thin and nasal vowels (molto sul ponticello) and very
closed vowels (molto sul tasto) require the performer’s right
hand to move a great distance, and the performer must be
given enough time to get there. Accordingly, we decided
not to change vowels on every syllable, and to consider
the physical gestures required for execution when selecting
vowels for a series of timbres. Even with these limitations,
the frequent timbre changes in the sounding result map
Figure 11. Caroline Traube’s diagram of guitar pluck positions
much more convincingly onto speech-like timbre changes
mapping analogically onto vowels.
than would be possible without frequent pluck position
desired pluck position and analogous vowel-like timbre, and
changes.
notated vowel symbols underneath guitar notes, as shown
4.3. Analogical Mappings of Naturalistic
in figure 12. We preferred this solution to standard timbre
Imagery
directions because it simultaneously allows a high degree of
Another sense of analogical mapping comes into play if the
precision in specifying timbre, and because it emphasizes
music itself stands in analogical relation to other domains.12
the phonetic analogy more directly than familiar color
River and Cave (2017) for two guitars (adapted from the
directions used in guitar notation.
11 Traube, “La notation du timbre instrumental.” See also her thesis, An Interdisciplinary Study of the Timbre of the Classical Guitar (PhD Diss., McGill University, 2004).
12 The term “programmatic” is sometimes used for music that refers to any domain outside of music itself, though it originally meant something more specific (Roger Scruton,

“Programme Music,” Grove Music Online, 2001). A full discussion of the reasons we prefer to avoid this term is beyond the scope of this paper, but we particularly wish to avoid
implying a binary opposition with “absolute” music in terms of capacity for analogical mapping.
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original for two harps) exploits several types of analogical
polyrhythmic phasing changes constantly and no pattern
mappings to evoke the familiar naturalistic images named in
between the guitars is ever repeated exactly. When equal
its title, both of which have familiar sound images, patterns
pairings appear (e.g., 11 to 11), one or both guitarists
of motion, and cultural symbolism. At some points in the
are instructed to vary their pacing ad lib, creating a kind
piece, the imagery is evoked through cross-modal mappings:
of “strict against free” heterophony in the time domain.
rather than making the guitars sound like a river, something
Polyrhythm is thus replaced with continuously shifting
of the visual patterning of river motion is reflected in the
polytempo as the source of phase variation. Examples of
sonic patterning of the musical texture. In these sections,
both unequal and equal pairings are shown in figure 13.
conventional playing techniques are employed, and the
The cave section is prefaced by another famous passage
cross-modal mapping is evoked by the ways the sounds are
from ancient Greek philosophy, this time from Plato:
combined in time. At other points, the imagery is evoked
“human beings live in an underground den … they see
more directly, through sonic similarity: aspects of the aural
only their own shadows, or the shadows of one another...on
experience of being inside a cave are recreated in the music.
the opposite wall of the cave.”14 For Plato, the implications
of this metaphor were largely negative, and yet the idea
In these sections, extended techniques and vocalizations
of seeing (or finding) oneself in the cave, for us, has a
are employed, and the analogy is conveyed primarily
certain meditative appeal. Juxtaposed with the constant
through timbre. Notational decisions for each type of
bombardment of the river, we sought to create in the cave
mapping depended on our judgments of what information
section a more resonant, spacious, echoic experience, as an
the performers need in order to understand the desired
analogy for moments of self-recusal and introspection in
goal. Each of the major sections is prefaced by a quotation
a world of information overload. In this case, we wanted
capturing some of the cultural context that colors our
understanding of the natural
phenomena.
The river section is
prefaced by Heraclitus’s famous
statement “no person steps in
the same river twice, for it is not
the same river and they are not
the same person.”13 Heraclitus
emphasizes continuous change,
and yet the visual experience
of observing a river is not one
of relentless, repetitionless
novelty: we do perceive recurrent
patterns in the shape of the
water, crests and eddies that
Figure 13. Continuously shifting phase relations between repetitive patterns in
persist at some level even as
River and Cave.
they continually fluctuate and
the music to actually sound like the inside of a cave.
never remain exactly the same. We sought to express this
Our notation here is mostly prescriptive, with occasional
through music that embodies tension between repetition
descriptive textual instructions as seen in figure 14a. Several
and change. To achieve this, we combined elements of
elements contribute to the overall effect: relative sparsity of
minimalism with elements of aleatorics, using shifting phase
sound events, long, reverberant pauses, imitation of water
relations as an analogy for the river’s motion. Patterns of
drops and echoes, and the performers’ voices in hybrid
between seven and eleven pitches were pseudo-randomly
resonance with their guitar lines (figure 14b).
generated for each guitar. All possible pairings (7-10, 9-11,
etc.) are presented in the first section of the piece. For each
unequal pair (e.g., 7-8), all possible rotational combinations
5. Organizational Mapping
between the two patterns appear once and only once before
Much has been made of the gray area between timbre and
moving on to the next pairing. As a result, although there is
harmony, especially in the writings of the spectralists and
a significant amount of surface repetition in each part, the
13 Quoted in Van Bryan, “Heraclitus (535–475 BCE)” Classical Wisdom, July 17, 2013, https://classicalwisdom.com/people/philosophers/heraclitus-535-475-bce/. Adapted for
gender neutrality.
14 Plato, The Republic, trans. Benjamin Jowett, book 7 (New York: Modern Library, 1941).
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post-spectralists15 and the scholars who have studied them.16
But we believe that there is also a gray area between timbre
and texture. Depending on context, it can be difficult to
tell which parts of the musical experience belong to timbre
and which to texture. Timbre can provide the building
blocks of texture, as seen in the concepts of microsound17
and granular synthesis.18 And the microcosm of timbre
can provide a model for the macrocosm of texture, with
small-scale properties of the one mapping onto larger-

for example, the precise durations of fermatas, the precise
contours and extents of ritardandi and accelerandi, the
precise speeds of trills, tremolos, and chord rolls, and the
temporal shaping of phrases. All of these are essential to
the effect of music, and we would wager that one of the
reasons that MIDI realizations strike so many listeners
as “unmusical” is that they realize temporal parameters
such as these too mechanically. Contemporary composers
interested in exploiting the potential for musical expression

Figure 14a. Prescriptive notation with descriptive textual instructions for guitars in River and Cave.

Figure 14b. Continuously prescriptive notation with descriptive textual instructions for guitars and voices in River and Cave.

scale properties of the other.19 Since the organization of
sound events is an essential feature of musical texture, and
since the distinction between texture and timbre can be
fuzzy at best, we believe that musical organization plays
an important role in creating timbres (or timbre-textures),
and therefore, that a discussion of musical organization is
germane to this essay’s theme of timbre-based composition.
Conventional notation is, of course, linear in its
organization: the order and pacing of events is precisely
specified and is considered essential to the unfolding of the
music. In spite of this, several aspects of music’s temporal
unfolding are left unspecified in conventional notation:

in these traditionally unspecified temporal aspects of musical
organization may need to invent or modify their notational
practices, as we have done in several examples discussed
below.

5.1. Unconventional Mappings for Temporal
Organization (Specified Order)

Strummed chords are among the most characteristic
of guitar gestures, and yet the considerable perceptual
consequences of the speed of strumming have not always
been fully acknowledged. As we have discussed in detail
elsewhere,20 quantitative differences in Inter-Onset Interval

15 See, for example, Jonathan Harvey, “Spectralism,” Contemporary Music Review 19, no. 3 (2001): 11–14; Jean-Luc Hervé, Dans le Vertige de la durée: Vortex temporum de
Gérard Grisey (Collection Musique et Musicologie, Paris: L’Itinéraire, 2001).
16 See Robert Hasegawa, “Gérard Grisey and the ‘Nature’ of Harmony,” Music Analysis 28, nos. 2–3 (2009): 349–71.
17 Curtis Roads, Microsound (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001).
18 Barry Truax, “Composing with Real-Time Granular Synthesis,” Perspectives of New Music 28, no. 2 (1990): 120–34.
19 Gérard Grisey, “Tempus ex Machina: A Composer’s Reflections on Musical Time,” Contemporary Music Review 2, no. 1 (1987): 239–75.
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(Ioi) result in qualitative differences in perception. If the
temporal deviation. Composers interested in exploring
strings are strummed very rapidly, such that their attacks
these gray areas may introduce notational elements to
are nearly simultaneous (Inter-Onset Interval of roughly
specify degrees of freedom and degrees of irregularity. In
10ms or less), then the strum is perceived as a single fused
the opening section of Take Me Back, we wanted some
event. If the strings are strummed at a more moderate
figures to contain unambiguous repetition but nevertheless
but still rapid pace (ioi of roughly 10–100ms), then the
a certain range of irregularity in their temporal deployment,
strum produces a kind of textural pseudo-continuity that
such that the listener cannot predict the timing of the next
21
Edward Large has called a “no-man’s-land”: too slow to
event as easily as they could if the repetitions were perfectly
be resolved as a single event and too fast to be resolved
regular. This type of fuzzy or inexact regularity is highly
as a rhythmic pattern. If the strings are strummed slowly
characteristic of many natural phenomena such as footsteps,
(Ioi of 100ms or more), they fall in the range that we can
breathing, animal calls, and ocean waves, and satisfies the
perceive as a rhythmic pattern. Therefore, depending on
condition that Marie Reiss Jones identifies as most likely
the pace of strumming executed by the performer, the
to hold our attention: patterned enough for us to form
perceptual differences may be of kind, not merely of degree:
expectations, but not so patterned that those expectations
fast strums, medium strums, and slow strums can translate
are satisfied every time.22 As shown in figure 15, we
achieved the desired degree of irregularity by notating
perceptually into events, textures, and rhythms, respectively.
tempo changes, approximate overall duration for each figure
In Take Me Back, we used three different symbols to
and rest, a slash through the beams indicating irregularity,
indicate fast, medium, and slow strums: a straight arrow,
and the instruction “±25%,” which sets the approximate
a wavy arrow with fine granularity, and a wavy arrow
amount of liberty the performer should take in deviating
with coarse granularity. Each could be called for either
from regular repetition.
ascending or descending, depending on the placement of
Figure 15 shows an intermediate stage between
the arrowhead, as shown in table 6. A further possibility,
rhythmic precision, for which we used standard notation
which we did not exploit in this piece but which could
(as in figure 16, except for the varying roll speeds) and
hold interesting compositional potential, is varying speed
rhythmic indeterminacy, for which we used aleatoric
within a single strum or strum pattern, giving composers
notation (as in figure 17).
and performers the ability to play on the thresholds between
event, texture, and rhythm within single musical gestures.
Other aspects of temporal organization we
explored in this piece are degrees of rhythmic
freedom and degrees of irregularity. Common
practice notation tends to specify rhythms
exactly, and the more recent practice of aleatoric
notation tends to leave rhythmic deployment
Figure 15. Strummed chords of various speeds and directions, deployed with
completely free. But there are degrees of
controlled rhythmic irregularity in Take Me Back.
difference between absolute specification and
In fantaisie harmonique (2019) for guitar doubleabsolute indeterminacy, as seen in conventional concepts
on upper top
upper
topad libitum. Similarly,
palm on upper
top
orchestra (an orchestra of classical guitars and an orchestra
such asthumb
rubatoonand
tempo
there are
of electric guitars), qualitative perceptual differences arising
degrees of difference between metronomic regularity and
TABLE 5: Spectrographs of different exciters applied to the same resonator,
from quantitative strum-speed differences are a major
chaotic irregularity: for instance, patterns may repeat
paired with the corresponding notation
focus of the final section. The classical orchestra begins
more-or-less regularly but with varying degrees of irregular

fast strums medium strums slow strums
Table 6. Signs for different strum speeds in

TABLE 6: Signs for different
strum speeds in Take Me Back
Take Me Back.

Figure 16. Strummed chords of various speeds deployed with
precise rhythm in Take Me Back.

20 Jason Noble, “What Can the Temporal Structure of Auditory Perception Tell Us about Musical ‘Timelessness’?,” Music Theory Online 24, no. 3 (2018), https://doi.
org/10.30535/mto.24.3.5; Jason Noble, Perceptual and Semantic Dimensions of Sound Mass (PhD Diss., McGill University, 2018); Chelsea Douglas, Jason Noble, and Stephen
McAdams, “Auditory Scene Analysis and the Perception of Sound Mass in Ligeti’s Continuum,” Music Perception 33, no. 3 (2016): 287–305.
21 Edward Large, “President’s Address” (presentation, Conference of the Society for Music Perception and Cognition, Vanderbilt University, Nashville, August 3, 2015).
22 Marie Reiss Jones, “Musical Time,” in Oxford Handbook of Music Psychology, ed. Susan Hallam, Ian Cross, and Michael Thaut (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009),
81–92.
6
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Figure 17. Strummed chords of various speeds deployed
freely in Take Me Back.

with chords strummed over a very wide temporal window,
with the asynchrony between players forming a musical
texture. Then, the temporal window tightens gradually over
the course of the section, until the players are in perfect
synchrony. Figure 18 shows performance notes provided in
the score:

5.2. Unconventional Mappings for Temporal
Organization (Unspecified Order)

In addition to the temporal deployment of sound events,
event order is another artistic parameter that composers
may control in varying degrees of specificity. The

conventional approach, of course, is to specify the order of
all events exactly, and the opposite of this would be to leave
the order (and perhaps the events themselves) completely to
chance. But intermediate degrees are possible here too, and
in some cases highly desirable. Windchimes and Aeolian
bells are examples of contained systems in which sound
events and their global harmonic structures are specified,
but their precise order and timing are left free. There is a
certain charm in the freedom and spontaneity that such
systems exhibit: in some ways they are closely controlled and
predictable, but in other ways there is subtle variation and
the potential for new discovery on every encounter. Many
composers have called for such effects by writing a set of
elements on a normal staff and providing the instruction
“play in any order.” Although this practice is very common
and familiar to contemporary musicians, we have generally
avoided it because it seems to us that the score is working
against itself in such cases: providing an order and then
telling the performer not to follow it. And indeed, the
strong learned tendency for readers of conventional musical
notation is to read from left to right: even if the instruction
to play in any order negates this in theory, in practice we feel
it is much more likely that some orders will emerge more
often than others. To contravene this tendency, and to create
scores that visually map more clearly onto the conceptual
organization of the music, we have adopted a flowchartlike geometrical notation that presents more explicitly the
many pathways between a given set of elements without
prioritizing any particular orderings. Our first piece that
exploited this kind of notation was Shadow Prism (composed
2015; published 2019). The opening system, shown in
figure 19, begins with a network of two nodes, then expands
to three, then four, then five, with pacing left to the free
choice of the performer. The only rule in terms of event
order is that any two consecutive harmonics must be played
on different strings, in order to maximize resonance. Because

Figure 18. Excerpt from performance notes for fantaisie harmonique.
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three of the strings are retuned (scordatura), the bottom
staff indicates playing position and the top staff indicates
sounding pitch.
Later in this piece, this concept of free movement
within defined harmonic fields is expanded to include
networks of networks, recursively expanding the piece’s
nonlinear organization. Additionally, feathered beam
symbols are provided to indicate accel., decel., accel.decel., or decel.-accel. rhythmic contours. As shown in
figure 20, geometrical networks are interspersed with more
conventionally notated sections, whose event order
is specified.

The ideas in Shadow Prism were expanded for fantaisie
harmonique, in which each of the six groups of each guitar
orchestra has a different tuning system. Harmonic fields of
great complexity are controlled at a global level, while the
precise order of events remains indeterminate within those
fields. As shown in figure 21, we modified the geometrical
notation so that the available harmonics on a given string
appear in the same node, allowing the performers to move
freely through the networks without needing to look for
missing arrows indicating unavailable pathways.

Figure 19. Geometrical notation in Shadow Prism.

Figure 20. Conventional notation and recursive geometrical notation in Shadow Prism.
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6. Conclusion

In this essay, we have presented some of the outcomes of
a non-guitarist composer writing for the guitar with the
guidance of a guitarist collaborator. All of the examples
presented have revolved in one way or another around
timbre, and on using musical notation to communicate
various kinds of mappings that are important in specifying
timbre. In particular, the essay presented ways that
musical notation may be used to map prescriptively onto
physical parts of the instrument (resonators) and to parts
of the body used to activate sound vibrations (exciters).
It then presented ways that notation can be used to map
descriptively onto various musical parameters; examples
were shown of iconic and symbolic mappings, chosen
depending on the musical context. Finally, it presented
examples of mappings between notation and musical
organization, focusing on cases that depart from uniform,
linear temporal organization and/or event order.
We have explored these aspects of composition and
notation in a series of pieces for guitar, including solo,
electroacoustic, and ensemble works, that treat timbre as
a primary musical parameter. These pieces avoid, for
the most part, complex polyphony (at least on a single
instrument), partially because of the difficulties for nonguitarists in visualizing polyphonic mechanics on the guitar,
and partially because we have preferred to focus on the
guitar’s vast well-spring of potential for timbral and
textural variation.

Some of the examples reviewed here have departed to
a fairly large degree from common-practice notation. We
have found that some performers are initially intimidated
by scores that look very different from what they are used
to, and some may be reluctant to invest the time it takes to
learn to read new notational elements. As such, adopting
expanded practices such as those described in this essay is
not without disadvantages. The composer must decide what
balance they want to strike, weighing the respective pros
and cons of familiarity and novelty for any given project.
In our experience, it is worth the risk of exploring new
compositional and notational practices, but it is important
to consider who you are writing for and how the artistic
outcome measures up to the amount of time and effort
required by the performers to learn a new system. We
believe that the potential in some of the approaches we
have developed, notably the geometric and phonetic
notation systems described above, has not yet been
exhausted, and we intend to develop them further in
future collaborative efforts.
We hope that these reflections may be of some value
to other interested composers and guitarists, and we hope
above all that musicians will continue to explore new ways
of thinking about composition, timbre, and notation for
the guitar.
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FEATURE
MONITORED FREEDOM: Swing Rhythm in the Jazz Arrangements
of Roland Dyens
By Milton Mermikides

This paper provides an analysis of jazz swing in the work
of classical guitarist and composer Roland Dyens. Drawing
on Dyens’s published and recorded arrangements of jazz
standards, I study both his notation and his performance
of swing, starting with a preliminary study of his collection
Night and Day and proceeding to a detailed analysis of
Nuages—his notated arrangement and four recorded
performances. To provide context for Dyens’s stylistic
referents, I analyze Django Reinhardt’s 1940 ensemble
performance of Nuages. Throughout the discussion, I utilize
digital audio analysis and models of microtiming to reveal
Dyens’s sophisticated understanding and execution of
varying swing values and beat durations. The paper ends with
pedagogical recommendations for classical guitarists wishing
to play Dyens’s jazz arrangements.
Roland Dyens. Rhythm. Classical guitar. Microtiming. Jazz.
Swing. Django Reinhardt

1. Roots and Wings: Dyens as Musical
Chimera

Roland Dyens (1955–2016) occupies an unusual position
among established classical guitarists.1 By eschewing set
recital programs and opening with an improvisational
prelude, he blurred composition, performance, and
improvisation, arguing that “for me, being a composer
implies being an improviser.”2 As an interpreter of the
concert repertoire, Dyens sought unique rather than
replicated performances and a more liquid interpretation
of the score “object” than typically exists in classical
guitar practice. Indeed, he railed against this split
between composition and performer interpretation in
concert practice, which he saw as diluting the tradition of
extemporization within early Classical music:
I can’t understand the divorce between composers and
interpreters. I fight against that. The divorce was more or
less declared in the middle of the 19th Century by the first
composer who wrote a cadenza. For me the date of the

crime. It was the death of improvisation in classical music.…
When I play a concerto I always improvise the cadenza. I
would like others to do the same.3

By placing improvisation at the center of his musical
activities, Dyens joins a small set of recent classical guitaristcomposer-improvisers, including Dušan Bogdanović,
Sérgio Assad, and Carlo Domeniconi. This multiplicity,
of course, is not just common among jazz guitarists; it
is expected. In his work, then, the musical score—if not
dispensed with altogether—takes on a variable function:
it might set down a polished composition or document a
fleeting improvisation. Furthermore—and related to this
improvisational practice—Dyens turned constantly to jazz,
folk, and popular styles for nourishment. His engagement
with these styles goes far beyond the occasional encore
piece such as Tango en skaï. Rather, it is embedded in the
knowledge base and referents required of improvisation,4 and
affects the form, melody, harmony, notational approaches,
and rhythmic understanding of his compositions, as well as
the repertoire from which he draws his arrangements:
My basic ideas on music have been corroborated by the way
Brazilian musicians organise their concert life; there is no
musical frontier, they all participate in all kinds of classical
or popular music…. I try to present my concerts in the same
spirit, mixing music that I like with only one guideline:
quality, not history.”5

In his earliest compositions, Dyens was already
drawing on Tunisian rhythms,6 and his mature music
encompassed jazz (gypsy jazz and “straight-ahead”) and
the popular forms of France and Latin America (above all
Brazil). These stylistic traits were adopted not as a form of
contrived fusion: “not ‘collage’ that I hate,”7 but as a level
and unprejudiced field of influence. I personally recall a
conversation with Dyens, during the interval of a “classical”
recital, about the subtleties of the “Hendrix chord”—a
conversation that was sustained so long we almost missed
the second half. In an email interview Dyens wrote that

1 A bibliography to accompany the notes to this paper can be found online at https://soundboardscholar.org, in the section “Soundboard Scholar Online.”
2 John Warren, “10 Tips on Improvisation from Andrew York, Roland Dyens and Dušan Bogdanovič,” Classical Guitar (Summer, 2016), https://classicalguitarmagazine.

com/10-tips-on-improvisation-from-andrew-york-roland-dyens-and-dusan-bogdanovic/.
Colin Cooper, Guitar Interviews: The Best from Classical Guitar Magazine, vol. 1 (Pacific, MO: Mel Bay, 2016), 27.
See Aaron Berkowitz, The Improvising Mind: Cognition and Creativity in the Musical Moment (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010).
Michelle Birch, “Jazz Mind and Classical Hands—Roland Dyens and his Style of Arranging and Performing” (Research Paper, Massey University, 2005), 8.
Birch, “Jazz Mind and Classical Hands,” 8.
Birch, “Jazz Mind and Classical Hands,” 7.
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contemporary music “shouldn’t be cut off from [either]
popular roots [or] tone” or “prohibited,” as these formed
“our identity, our collective memory.” And with these
collective popular roots, we can find our own individualistic
and progressive music expression—the “wings” from such
“roots.”
Valuable interviews and studies have examined
Dyens’s approach to improvisation, his use of homage, the
performer-composer paradigm, technical and interpretive
guidance, and performance/arrangement practice.8 And
yet there has been relatively little examination of his use
of rhythm, perhaps his most intriguing, eclectic, and
individualistic skill. This paper offers an initial investigation.

2. Dyens’s Rhythmic Communication

Whether as an interpreter, composer, improviser, or listener,
Dyens’s relationship with rhythm was one of ceaseless
invention. Guitarists might think first of his meticulously
notated scores, seeming to prescribe specific rhythmic
experiences, and yet a colleague likes to recount how Dyens,
coaching his own music, would delight in listening to a
passage and hearing the same rhythm in new ways, playing
with his perceptions of his own work. In other contexts,
Dyens might augment, ignore, or redirect the written
score, if it existed at all. And as we shall see later, his jazz
arrangements often adopt the convention of the jazz lead
sheet, where swing values and other aspects of general “feel”
are stylistically implied rather than notationally exact.
Such an idiosyncratic and illuminating communication
of rhythmic experience is found in pieces such as Sols
d’Lèze (from Trois Pièces polyglottes) and Hommage à Frank
Zappa.9 Both start with open time signatures (that is, no
time signature at all), a notation that usually signals an
absence of pulse, irregular attacks, soft onsets—anything to
thwart a predictive framework. And yet Hommage à Frank
Zappa presents over a hundred metronomic, uninterrupted
sixteenth notes. Perhaps, then, the open time signature
honestly reflects the intended reading: the off-beat accents,
amorphous harmonic implications, and evasive regroupings
leave a listener withholding judgement. Tellingly, a time
signature and barlines appear only when we have some
sort of consistent break in that long line of sixteenth notes,
allowing the predictive network to crystallize. What is also
illuminating is that when a similar sixteenth-note motor

rhythm returns (this time with upper harmonies), a witty
“x/16” time signature is indicated. Barlines are included
(framing the unnamed 12/16, 7/16, and 14/16 bars), but
this peculiar signature runs through them all. This may
be read as an acknowledgment that we have learned to
expect sixteenth notes but are still struggling to complete
the network. What is charming and unique about the
use of this time signature is that rather than borrowing
Zappa’s “statistically dense”10 notational approach, it tracks
the listener experience, privileging rhythmic hearing over
performer instruction.
However, at times Dyens’s detailed scoring seems to
conflict with the listener experience. Examples occur in
his idiosyncratic “fractional” time signatures, such as 2/4
+ 1/8 in Eloge de Leo Brouwer, 3/4 + 1/16 in Comme un
rond d’eau, and 3½/4 in Libra Sonatine. Non-isochronous
additive meters (meters made up of beat groups of different
duration) are well-established and globally common
metric devices. However, these usually imply a Euclidean
distribution of beat durations; the duration of the beat
groups only differ by one subdivision (such as 3 + 2, 3 +
3 + 4 etc.). In contrast, the highly asymmetric groupings
of Dyens’s fractional time signatures are unlikely to be
appreciated by an audience without privileged access to the
score, and indeed performers may well discover or construct
their own more even regrouping “solutions” in order to
execute these. It is possible that these fractional readings
reflect Dyens’s own hearing, born of an unconventional
concept; it is equally possible that they are witty puzzles for
performers or mischievous devices to stoke ambiguity in the
minds of listeners. Whatever his intentions may have been,
his varied approach to rhythmic notation complicates the
relationship between rhythmic conception, performance
instruction, recorded legacy, and listener experience. This
communication network is particularly complex in the
context of his jazz arrangements, where the conventions,
implications, and challenges of jazz rhythmic notation come
into play.
In the introduction to his book of jazz arrangements
Night and Day, Dyens writes: “Above all, I wanted to
preserve the feel, the fragrance even, of ‘monitored freedom’
inherent in jazz.” Although no mention is made of rhythm
specifically, this “feel” is unmistakable in his recordings. It
is this elusive feel that we shall now investigate. Although
we will touch on articulation, tempo, and other features,

8 See Sam Beavers, Homage in the Solo Guitar Music of Roland Dyens (PhD diss., Florida State University, 2016); Birch, “Jazz Mind and Classical Hands”; Cooper, “Roland
Dyens, 1955–2016”; Benjamin Walter Poliner Lougheed, A Performance Guide to Selected Jazz Arrangements of Roland Dyens (PhD diss., Florida State University, 2019); Marek
Pasieczny, The Duality of the Composer-Performer (PhD diss., University of Surrey, 2016); Guilherme Caldeira Loss Vincens, The Arrangements of Roland Dyens and Sérgio Assad:
Innovations in Adapting Jazz Standards and Jazz-Influenced Popular Works to the Solo Classical Guitar (PhD diss., The University of Arizona, 2009).
9 This section includes discussion of the following works and collections by Dyens: Trois Pièces polyglottes (Paris: Henry Lemoine, 2011); Hommage à Frank Zappa (Paris: Henry
Lemoine, 1993); Eloge de Leo Brouwer (Paris: Henry Lemoine, 2009); Comme un Rond d’eau (Quebec: Les Productions d’OZ, 2013); Libra Sonatine (Paris: Henry Lemoine,
1986); Night and Day (San Francisco: Guitar Solo Publications, 1992).
10 As announced by Frank Zappa in the introduction to Black Page #2 on Frank Zappa and Peter Occhiogrosso, Zappa in New York, DiscReet 2D 2290, 1978, double LP.
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our main focus will be on microtiming—defined here as
salient “deviations” (generally in the 10–100 millisecond
range) of note onsets from the common gridlines of the
notated score. Such fine distinctions require the tools
of digital audio analysis. By applying these tools to
Dyens’s recordings, we will investigate how such nuances
are captured or implied in the score and how this jazz
“fragrance” is realized by Dyens himself.

3. Sub-notational Expression

Rhythmic analysis and terminology are usually constrained
to the standard notational grids—striations of continuous
time into the “notational economies”11 of rational slices
(such as whole, half, quarter, sixteenth, triplet and
quintuplet notes, etc.). These simple and even divisions of
time are extremely useful (if not essential) for imagining,
notating, and communicating rhythm. But they come
at a cost, implying that all musical activity rests on
infinitesimally small points in time and that anything
that doesn’t conform to these abstracted points is either
tolerated or just plain wrong. Of course, this is a simplistic
convenience: real-world onsets cluster around a beat
“bin”12 rather than on some precise dot, and the attentional
windows of our predictive mechanisms rise and fall to—
rather than instantly appear at—a peak of focus.13
The question of how deviations from these reference
points are employed, perceived, tolerated, and experienced
has been studied for well over a quarter of a century.
Salient microtiming mechanisms have been evidenced
extensively both within and beyond jazz-related styles.14
Despite this extensive research and the impressive
embrace of such “off-grid” mechanisms in commercial
DAW software (such as Ableton Live and Logic Pro X),
music notation has remained largely impervious to such
considerations. The pedagogy and enculturation of such
sub-notational “time-feel” remain largely tacit and aurally
communicated—despite some notable exceptions.15 Various

microtiming inflections and mechanisms are fundamental
to a wide range of music forms, often to high degrees of
sophistication.16 Some of these forms, indeed, are relevant
to Dyens, but the focus of this paper will remain on a subset
of models most relevant to standard jazz.
The most prized component of jazz microtiming is
of course swing. Although the term “swing” is sometimes
used as a catch-all general term for desirable rhythmic
feel, we will use it in the specific sense of the asymmetry
of the binary subdivisions of a beat—in other words, the
unequal splitting of a beat into two parts. Swing in this
sense will be the focus of this paper. But first, we should
emphasize that other kinds of microtiming can be just as
important and expressive—for example, the micro-pushing
and pulling of rhythmic content against an established
timeline or ensemble. This sort of displacement, phasing,
or latency, which might even involve the superimposition
or conceptual split of multiple timeframes,17 also has huge
expressive value and certainly warrants future analysis. It
should be further acknowledged that swing and latency
are themselves not the only components of rhythmic
feel, and even the term “microtiming” itself generally
limits investigation to the duration between “onsets” of
rhythmic events (called interonset intervals or ioi) rather
than micro-rhythmic investigations where note length,
timbre, spatialization, and other factors are included in
the rhythmic experience.18 All the same, microtiming has
provided valuable insights into rhythmic understanding
and is a natural (if not necessary) first step towards
understanding Dyens’s performances.

4. Degrees of Swing
4.1. Calculating Swing

Jazz practitioners and educators have long upheld rhythmic
feel (whether articulated as “swing,” “feel,” or “time,” etc.)
as a central component—if not the central component—of

11 See Trevor Wishart and Simon Emmerson, On Sonic Art, rev. ed., vol. 12 of Contemporary Music Studies (Amsterdam: Harwood Academic Publishers, 1996), 29.
12 Anne Danielsen, ed., Musical Rhythm in the Age of Digital Reproduction, Ashgate Popular and Folk Music Series (Farnham, UK; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2010).
13 See Justin London, Hearing in Time: Psychological Aspects of Musical Meter, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012); and David Huron, Sweet Anticipation: Music

and the Psychology of Expectation (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2007), 1.

14 For just a handful of representative examples, see: Richard Ashley, “Do[n’t] Change a Hair for Me: The Art of Jazz Rubato,” Music Perception 19, no. 3 (2002): 311–32;

Fernando Benadon, “Slicing the Beat: Jazz Eighth-Notes as Expressive Microrhythm,” Ethnomusicology 50, no. 1 (2006): 73–98; Fernando Benadon, “A Circular Plot for
Rhythm Visualization and Analysis,” Music Theory Online 13, no. 3 (2007), https://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.07.13.3/mto.07.13.3.benadon.html; Fernando Benadon,
“Gridless Beats,” Perspectives of New Music 47, no. 1 (2009): 135–64; Christian Dittmar et al., “A Swingogram Representation for Tracking Micro-Rhythmic Variation in Jazz
Performances,” Journal of New Music Research 47, no. 2 (2017): 97–11; Mark C. Ellis, “An Analysis of ‘Swing’ Subdivision and Asynchronization in Three Jazz Saxophonists,”
Perceptual and Motor Skills 73, no. 3 (1991): 707–13, https://doi.org/10.2466/pms.1991.73.3.707; Anders Friberg and Andreas Sundström, “Swing Ratios and Ensemble
Timing in Jazz Performance: Evidence for a Common Rhythmic Pattern,” Music Perception 19, no. 3 (2002): 333–49, https://doi.org/10.1525/mp.2002.19.3.333; Milton
Mermikides, “‘Straight and Late’: Analytical Perspectives on Coltrane’s Time-Feel,” Jazz Perspectives 12, no. 1 (January 2, 2020): 147–66. https://doi.org/10.1080/1749
4060.2020.1734051; J.A. Prögler, “Searching for Swing: Participatory Discrepancies in the Jazz Rhythm Section,” Ethnomusicology 39, no. 1 (1995): 21–54, https://doi.
org/10.2307/852199.
15 See for example Paul Berliner, Thinking in Jazz: The Infinite Art of Improvisation, Chicago Studies in Ethnomusicology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994);
Hal Crook, How to Improvise: An Approach to Practicing Improvisation (Rottenburg, Tübingen: Advance Music, 1991); Charles Mingus, Beneath the Underdog (Edinburgh:
Canongate, 2010).
16 Danielsen, Musical Rhythm in the Age of Digital Reproduction.
17 Benadon, “Gridless Beats.”
18 Danielsen, Musical Rhythm in the Age of Digital Reproduction.
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jazz skill.19 And yet it is rarely articulated with anything
like the clarity or depth given to chords, scales, and other
notation-friendly musical constituents. All the same, a
terminology of swing is developing, thanks to two interests,
one academic, the other commercial. First, scholars
have become excited about analyzing rhythmic feel in
an objective way. Over the past three decades, they have
used the power of digital audio analyses to amass data sets
of considerable scope and power, and they have had to
develop a language to articulate their findings. Second,
music producers and computer musicians working on
modern digital audio workstations (DAWs) demand fine
sub-notational control over rhythm. Software developers
have had to meet this demand, so if we want a language to
talk about microtiming, we could do worse than examine
the interfaces of commercial DAWs. Some of these are
mentioned below.
From Ellis’s 1991 study of three jazz saxophonists20
to the 2017 large-scale computer-assisted analyses of
Dittmar et al.,21 swing has been defined quite simply and
consistently: where a beat (pulse or tactus) is divided into
two parts, a swung rhythm is an uneven (almost always
long-short) distribution of the two parts. For jazz, this
asymmetry appears most readily between the nominal
eighth notes in a quarter-note pulse, but it may also appear
between sixteenth notes, as it does in funk and in passages
of “double-time swing.”
For simplicity and consistency, let us assume two eighth
notes within a quarter-note pulse: this eighth-note pair
(Enp) consists of an “onbeat” followed by an “offbeat.” The
amount of swing (the degree of asymmetry of onbeat and
offbeat) can be measured and expressed in a number of
ways:
1. Harmonic Ratios. Swing values can be expressed
as a ratio of onbeat duration to offbeat duration.
One can think of this as slicing a beat into equal
divisions and then sharing them in some way
between onbeat and offbeat. Slicing into two
portions only allows one distribution (1:1)—even
eighth notes. Slicing into three divisions allows
1:2 (“scotch snap”) and the classic triplet swing
representation 2:1 (triplet quarter note—eighthnote triplet). If we were to slice into four divisions
then this now adds two additional sixteenth note
divisions (1:3 and 3:1). As we slice the beat more
finely, so we can reach more nuanced swing values
such as (3:2, 4:3, 5:4 and so on), and so our
catalogue of swing values grows. Ratios that use
integers (rather than for example 1.67:1), we will
19
20
21
22

refer to here as harmonic ratios for their parallels
in just-intonation terminology. These, by nature
of their reliance on equal divisions of a beat, are
amenable to standard notation and to rhythmic
training. Although we could theoretically cut the
beat into ever finer slices, in this paper we will stop
at nine divisions for practical purposes (a 9-limit
system, to borrow again from the terminology of
just intonation).
2. BUR (Beat-upbeat ratio). Any harmonic ratio
can be expressed as a single number simply by
dividing the first integer by the second (2:1 =
2/1 = 2.0, 3:2 = 3/2 = 1.5, 4:3 ≈ 1.33 etc). This
beat-upbeat ratio can be directly calculated
by—in our terminology—dividing the duration
of the onbeat by the duration of the offbeat.22 In
even eighth notes, then, the onbeat and offbeat
durations are identical, and so the BUR would be
1; in triplet swing (where the onbeat is twice as
long as the offbeat), BUR = 2; a dotted eighth–
sixteenth pattern yields a BUR of 3. Since this can
be expressed as a floating-point number (which can
include any number of decimal points), one can
use a BUR to express any conceivable swing value,
whether a simple harmonic ratio or otherwise.
3. Nudge. Swing may also be calculated as a nudge
of the offbeat from its “straight” centerpoint.
This can be an absolute time value, e.g., +30
milliseconds (ms), or some relative calculation
of the remaining beat such as 1/96 beat “ticks.”
This approach is used by various types of music
technology (hardware and software) that might
include a swing dial (e.g., Ableton Live’s Push) or
on/off “shuffle” or “bounce” buttons (e.g., Roland
TR-909) with bespoke (and often opaque) levels of
swing from straight to some defined extreme limit.
This “full” swing again varies between platforms;
some have triplet swing (i.e., Ratio of 2:1 or BUR =
1.5), others the dotted eighth (3:1, BUR = 3.0) as
the maximum. Negative values (where the upbeat
is longer than the onbeat) are rare to see in such
formats.
4. Percentage. Software such as Logic Pro identifies
swing values as a percentage. This percentage
value describes the placement of the offbeat as
a relative duration along the beat. Even eighth
notes are 50%, a triplet swing is about 67%, a
dotted eighth-sixteenth note pattern is 75%,
and so on. In Logic these are (understandably)

Crook, How to Improvise, 10.
Ellis, “An Analysis of ‘Swing.’”
Dittmar et al., “A Swingogram Representation.”
Benadon, “Slicing the Beat.”
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restricted to integers, which provides sufficient
resolution for most conceivable purposes. These
percentage values could of course be represented
as a 100-limit system harmonic ratio or as a
BUR (e.g., 71% = 71:29, BUR ≈ 2.5), but remain
both practical and intuitive. This rounding to
integers might fail to capture some harmonic
ratios precisely (such as 2:1 ≈ 66.667% and 4:3
≈ 57.14%), and the accuracy would depend on
tempo, but a hundred slices of a beat is generally
useful and in most cases at or below the perceptual
limit.
5. Rhythmic Cents. Although the swing percentage
is practical and commonly used in DAWs, an
occasional but awkward issue emerges with it
and any ratio-based system when it comes to
microtiming research: when comparing swing
values, it is ambiguous to say, for example, “there
is 2% more swing from 53% to 55%,” as we are
comparing relative portions of a beat, not absolute
values. To complicate matters, some software and
hardware systems frame swing as “starting” at even
subdivisions, with “no swing” or “0% swing” as
straight, and 100% swing as a predefined extreme
limit (usually triplet or dotted-eighth swing). To
sidestep this and similar issues, I have proposed
the simple concept of a “rhythmic cent,”23 which is
in fact an absolute (rather than relative) measure.
Defined as 1/100th of the beat duration, one can
easily measure swing in terms of linear distance. At
120 bpm, for example, the beat duration (BD) is
500ms, the rhythmic cent is 5ms. In this system,
swing calculations can be made simply, and the
unit is safe from such distracting complications.
We can then unproblematically talk of increasing
swing by 3c (=15ms) and even combine swing
values with other rhythmic devices (such as
latency—the guitarist may be playing 13c [65ms]
behind the drums, for example). The rhythmic
cent and harmonic ratio also hold a satisfyingly
familiar (if not directly analogous) relationship to
the just intonation/even-tempered tuning systems,
even inviting notions of rhythmic temperaments,
rhythmic octaves, rhythmic chords, stretched rhythms,
and other concepts borrowed from the pitch
domain.
For reference, figure 1 presents a selection of Enps
expressed in standard notation, harmonic ratios, BUR
and rhythmic cents (equivalent to the values for swing
percentage here). An offbeat nudge is also included to the
23 Mermikides, “‘Straight and Late.’”
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nearest 1/96 beat (or “tick,” as employed under the hood
by the Roland TR-909) and also in milliseconds (to the
nearest 1 decimal place) at an example tempo of 120 bpm.
We can employ any of these measurements, and they are
readily interchangeable, but for the purposes of this study
we will mostly employ the rhythmic cent and the (9-limit)
harmonic ratio. The rhythmic cent is terminologically
robust and simple in the comparison of values, while the
harmonic ratio provides amenability to standard notation
and practical training. For example, 57.1c is useful
mathematically, and one can learn to associate it with a
light-medium swing feel; but it might often be simpler to
divide the beat into seven and count the divisions: “1-2-3-4
1-2-3.” In this way, one can execute and embody the feel
precisely, at least at modest tempos.

Figure 1. A range of swing values expressed as harmonic
ratios, beat-upbeat ratios (BUR), rhythmic cents (or “swing percentages”), and “nudges” from the even division in 1/96 “ticks”
and milliseconds, given an example tempo of 120 bpm.

Amid all this talk of abstracted temporal proportions,
let us not forget that it is real human beings who must
perform these rhythms. Performers feel and convey these
nuances over tiny durations of time, with all the virtuosity
of technique and perception that this implies. Therefore, we
will occasionally refer to “absolute time” in milliseconds.

4.2. Swing Notation vs. the Swing Continuum

Any score instruction for jazz swing usually involves at least
one of the following three approaches:
1. Descriptive. The eighth notes are written equally
but modified by a descriptive indication such as
“swing,” “bebop,” “swinging,” “fast swing,” “light
swing,” and so on. On lead sheets this indication
might only be implied by context: the title of the
music, the name of the publisher, or simply the
“look” of the music (as in a 32-bar form, a singleline melody with implausibly simply rhythms, the
presence of chord symbols, and similar features).

Figure 2. Figures 2a and 2b show common notational representations for jazz swing, either as a global header or in the
notated content. The “swing triplet” in figure 2a is far more
common than the “dotted-eighth swing” of figure 2b. Figure 2c
denotes “straight eighths,” usually to cancel a prevailing swing.

subgenres but also between players, one player through their
career, and even as a dynamic expressive mechanism within
one piece, solo, or phrase structure. Indeed, it may not even
be the same within the ensemble: at the same moment,
different players may be playing with different values of
swing.26
An illustration of various swing values (represented
in rhythmic cents, harmonic ratios, and conventional
descriptive terms) is shown in figure 3. Note that light and
medium here happen to correlate quite well with Benadon’s
low and high fields. The notationally common “triplet swing”
in this and Benadon’s model (as well as music technology
interfaces) in fact represents a very “high” (if not extreme)
value at least in terms of nominal categories. Although
specific points of the continuum are shown here, it might
be clear that swing need not occur at discrete points but
occupies a continuum of values.

2. Global header. An indication in standard rhythmic
notation at the start of the piece (or section),
specifying how to interpret eighth notes (as in
figure 2a or 2b)
3. Local. Swing rhythms are indicated locally in the
staff itself (usually using similar notation as in
figure 2a or 2b).
In the case of approaches 1 and 2, swing rhythms may
be canceled by custom articulations, text indications such
as “straight” or “even 8ths,” or (as Dyens does) a canceling
“straight-feel” global header (figure 2c).
Although the notational approaches to swing in figure 2
are common, microtiming research has revealed them to be
very loose approximations for jazz rhythm—exaggerations,
more often than not. Rather than strict rhythmic
prescriptions, these headers act in practice as “stylistic
markers,” telling the performer to alter not just the rhythm
but also the articulation, and giving them a range. Such
alterations might include accenting (rather than delaying)
the upbeat, slurring from upbeat to onbeat, playing behind
the beat,24 and yes, a wide range of swing values from close
to straight eighth notes up to and beyond the dotted eighth
(50 to 75+ c).
In fact, Benadon’s analysis of classic jazz performers
describes a more organized pattern of values across this
range, suggesting three loose “fields”: even (very close to
50c), low swing (around 52–57c), and high swing (58c+).25
Note that most of this activity is well below the common
notational markers for swing. Furthermore, swing rarely
turns out to be fixed: it varies not just between jazz

Figure 3. The “swing continuum” expressed in harmonic ratios,
subjective descriptions, and rhythmic cents.

Some illustrative terms for swing values are presented
in figure 3. These terms are useful if not taken too
literally—they are not generally standardized or objectively
defined (other than as presets within sequencing software,
reminiscent of the tempo markings on mechanical
metronomes). Nonetheless, the full spectrum is evident in
the corpus (see e.g., Dittmar et al.) and as will be shown, in
the work of Dyens himself.
Figure 3 presents time as running from left to right—
surely a comfortable representation for readers used to
Western notation. However, figure 4 presents similar
information not in the familiar linear but in circular
time. This might offer some advantages. Recall that we
are here focusing on the placement of the upbeat within

24 Crook, How to Improvise.
25 Benadon, “Slicing the Beat.”
26 See for example: Ellis, “An Analysis of ‘Swing’”; Benadon, “Slicing the Beat”; Mermikides, “‘Straight and Late.’”
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West African timelines,28 the
fifteenth-century composer
Cordier’s “circular canon,”29 and
representations of Euclidean
rhythms.30 As for technology,
circles are now familiar icons
for the representation of loop
position in Ableton Live,
Logic Pro 10.5, and Boss
looping pedals. However, the
representation of just one beat
in a circle—formalized tightly
by Benadon31—might be traced
to Charles Mingus’s concept of
“rotary perception,” where one
can “imagine a circle surrounding
each beat” and ensemble
members “can play anywhere in
that circle” giving “a feeling of
space.” Again, we must remind
ourselves that these subdivision
variations rely on a relatively
stable beat. As Mingus states:
“The notes fall anywhere inside
the circle but the original feeling
for the beat doesn’t change.”32
One can see from figure 4
that the triplet eighth note (2:1
or ≈67c) is a useful point of
Figure 4. The “beat circle.” A typical range of swing values is marked up with rhythmic cents
reference: it marks the midpoint
(in 5-cent intervals) alongside notated landmarks with “harmonic ratio” labels. Subjective
descriptive terms are also included.
in the continuum of swing
values, and it is the easiest to
write down, which might explain
a repeating beat duration: by wrapping every beat around
its common use as a swing placeholder. But let us emphasize
the periodic flow of time, we see that onsets a fraction
once again what Benadon found to be the practice of
beyond a downbeat lie close to rather than far from their
classical jazz practitioners: even if a wide range of swing
early counterparts. And in terms of experience, a circle does
values are represented, the majority of activity takes place
better than a grid in portraying what groove-based music
below this triplet marker. In other words, triplet swing
making is like: smooth continuity instead of divisibility,
might better represent a median (a midway point between
waves of rhythmic anticipation instead of dots.
extreme values) rather than mean (average) swing value at
Circular representations are familiar in the realm of
least in the analytical corpus.
pitch, as in the cycle of fifths and the chromatic “Bach
circle.” But circular visualizations of rhythm arise in
4.3. Dyens and the Swing Circle
several music cultures and analytical perspectives. These
And so to Dyens’s use of swing. Does the simple triplet
include Becker’s representation of Javanese gamelan
swing notation adequately describe his performances? If
structure, the “flamenco clock” of twelve-beat compás,27
not, what zones of the swing continuum better describe
27 Jeff Todd Titon, ed., Worlds of Music: An Introduction to the Music of the World’s Peoples, 5th ed. (Belmont, CA: Schirmer Cengage Learning, 2009).
28 Willie Anku, “Circles and Time: A Theory of Structural Organization of Rhythm in African Music,” Music Theory Online 6 (2000), https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.00.6.1/

mto.00.6.1.anku_frames.html.
29 John Bergsagel, “Cordier’s Circular Canon,” Musical Times 113, no. 1558 (December 1972): 1175, https://doi.org/10.2307/956587.
30 Brad Osborn, “Kid Algebra: Radiohead’s Euclidean and Maximally Even Rhythms,” Perspectives of New Music 52 , no. 1 (2014): 81, https://doi.org/10.7757/
persnewmusi.52.1.0081.
31 Benadon, “A Circular Plot.”
32 Mingus, Beneath the Underdog, 124–25.
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such as pieces in an exclusively
Latin straight-feel or a looser
“rhapsodic” style. The scope
of the project prevented an
analysis of every note pair, but
representative extracts were chosen
with a consistent tempo and an
established series of “clean” eighth
notes. The resulting data set
includes time codes, for listening
as well as further analysis and
verification.
In this collection, Dyens
indicates sections with swing
Figure 5. Swing analysis in Izotope RX4’s spectrograph view, using the calculation
values almost exclusively with the
method from figure 1.
triplet eighth-note global header
we saw in figure 2a, occasionally
his feel, and how (if at all) do these relate to his notational
accompanied by some descriptive modifying terms (e.g.,
instructions?
“Swinging”). Sections with swing feel are neutralized by
To answer these questions, Dyens’s collection of jazz
the “straight-feel” header (figure 2c). However, even in the
arrangements and accompanying recordings Night and Day
absence of these headers, Dyens uses a degree of lower-level
provide a useful starting point. In the preface Dyens claims
swing.
that these ten arrangements of jazz standards were honed
The extracts from his performances of these
by the “invaluable double patina of time and audiences.”
arrangements were analyzed using Izotope RX 4’s
And yet the attempt to capture the subtle detail of his
spectrographic displays, which provide accurate visual
performances within the economies of standard notation
indications of note onsets. Figure 5 presents an annotated
was “like trying to capture a beautiful, wild bird.” In so
screenshot of the analytical method and figure 6 the
doing, Dyens “had to take the odd detour in order to
rhythmic cent calculation with similar variables. The
get closer to the music that cannot be written down.” In
transients of single notes and “tight” chords of the solo
this case, it seems, Dyens identifies his performances and
guitar generally provide sharply defined onsets; however,
recordings as representations of his musical intent, which
“rolls” across multiple strings—even in selected examples—
the score can only approximate. If we wish to analyze
introduce some ambiguity. Figure 5 presents a real-world
Dyens’s sense of microtiming, then, we do well to focus on
case. At t0, the high note (rather than bass note) was chosen
the recordings and not the score.
as the intended onbeat. In this case the ambiguity (marked
In order to analyze the use of swing in this collection,
with “a”) is about 12ms, where the resulting difference is
it is necessary to have a set of unambiguous examples of
only a cent, so this and similar cases were tolerated. More
clearly articulated, swung note pairs. I selected ten short
ambiguous cases were omitted from analyses (as were
excerpts on the basis of Dyens’s own indication of jazz
“missing” downbeats), and so the figures shown are generally
swing or the contextual implication of swing (such as the
accurate to a cent or so in either direction—certainly
“head” of a tune), discarding other genres of arrangement,
accurate enough to reveal a range of swing values with
confidence. Codes are given for each extract for ease of
reference.
Figure 7 presents the analyses of each sample with the
mean beat duration (BD) in ms, bpm, swing value in cents,
and displacement from center (nudge) in milliseconds (all
rounded to one unit), alongside any swing indications in
the score. The nearest simple harmonic ratio (NSHR) is also
shown, which is limited to nine divisions of the beat.

4.4. Discussion

Figure 6. Swing calculation expressed in rhythmic cents.

It can be seen that Dyens’s generically notated triplets hardly
do justice to his playing: that triplet global header represents
anything from 57c to 74c. The highest and lowest of these
guitarfoundation.org Soundboard Scholar No. 6
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through context (ATT1,
ANI1). This latter unspecified
category reveals a light swing
All of Me
0:21–0:24
Tempo moderato
443
135
+80
68
feel.
(AOM)
q=63
In such analyses of swing,
2:1
one must be aware that swing
might be inversely correlated
Bluesette (B1)
0:13–0:15
Walzing
321
187
0
50
with (or at least limited by)
h.=54
tempo: increasing the tempo
1:1
shrinks the available room
for the shorter subdivision.
Bluesette (B2)
1:13–1:14
Walzing
426
141
+66
65
The faster you play, in
h.=54
other words, the harder it
2:1
is to keep the swing. This is
presumably inevitable at some
All the Things
0:32–0:38
Rigoroso
384
157
+11
53
point; however, there is no
You Are
sign of it in Dyens’s album.
h =73
(ATT1)
5:4
The fastest tempo is indeed
straight (B1), but ANI3 has
All the Things
1:24–1:25
Gently swinging
539
111
+37
57
a short subdivision around
You Are
h =67
(ATT2)
105ms, which is sufficiently
4:3
short to have pushed B1
to a triplet eighth note if
Take the A
0:50–0:51
339
177
+55
66
q=60
required. The technical
Train
challenges of the two extracts
(TTA)
2:1
may differ, but the pattern
I Love Paris
1:52–1:54
Tranquillo, con
533
116
+74
64
of swing and tempo values
(ILP)
“groove”
in figure 7 reveals no clear
5:3
relationship between the
swing and tempo, inverse or
A Night in
0:41–0:43
Tempo Moderato
412
146
+6
51
otherwise. In other words, the
Tunisia (ANI1)
h =69
straighter swing values appear
1:1
as musical choices rather
387
155
+77
70
A Night in
1:01–1:03
than technical solutions.
Tunisia (ANI2)
5:2
Figure 8 presents the data
A Night in
1:22–1:28
Swinging
405
149
+97
74
in the relevant southwesterly
Tunisia (ANI3)
(triplet swing header
3:1
“swing quadrant” of the
assumed in effect)
beat cycle. The broad range
of swing values used (when
Figure 7. Analyses of extracts of Dyens’s performances from his collection Night and Day.
swing is indicated) is clearly
Style indications, beat duration, bpm, millisecond nudge from the midway point of the beat, and
the swing value in rhythmic cents are shown, next to the nearest simple harmonic ratio (NSHR).
evident, as are the modifying
A range of swing values are demonstrated (50–74); those with triplet swing global headers range
instructions (“Swinging” and
from 57–74c. Levels of swing in the second-to-last column are also indicated by shading.
“Gently swinging”) at its
extremes.
The analyses so far
(over 7c either side of the notated triplet) are accompanied
exemplify
Dyens’s
engagement
with
swing but are
by “swinging” and “gently swinging” modifiers respectively,
somewhat
limited.
For
one
thing,
our
set of extracts is
suggesting that Dyens is aware of this swing continuum to
small and selective, and each piece is represented by one
some extent. Perhaps the only other feel-related indication
recording. What if Dyens played quite differently in another
(con “groove”) sits 2–3c below the triplet. This wide
performance? For another, we have no clear reference point
tolerance of notated swing in the extracts stands in contrast
to contextualize the swing values. These are, after all, pieces
with a very narrow range (50–53c) of straight-feel, whether
performed in all kinds of ways—by countless artists, on
specified explicitly by a “straight-feel” header or implicitly
various instruments, and in a range of subgenres.
Piece
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Nudge
(ms)

Swing
(rc)

NSHR

Figure 8. Swing values of extracts (labeled with relevant
swing headers and score instructions) of Dyens’s performances
from his collection of arrangements Night and Day. These are
presented on the “swing quadrant” of the beat circle, with score
indications and headers labeled.

As it happens, Dyens provides some context in
the preface to the collection, where he describes the
arrangements as his “vision of ten standards that represent
the History of Jazz.” And in the score he provides pointed
instructions to play alternately in the style of Count Basie,
Django Reinhardt, and Freddie Green. This suggests a rich
vein for further study: what is Dyens’s notion of the style
of, say, Django Reinhardt? To answer this question—and to
remedy issues of stylistic reference and sample size—let us
now analyze one of Dyens’s most popular performances and
arrangements: Django Reinhardt’s Nuages.33

5. Microtiming in Nuages

Although covered by many other artists (primarily
guitarists), Nuages remains strongly linked with its
composer and original performer, Django Reinhardt
(1910–1953), as well as being a staple of his genre of gypsy
jazz. This is scarcely lost on Dyens, who dedicates his
arrangement “à Jean Baptiste Reinhardt” (Reinhardt’s birth
name) and chose Nuages as the title of the album on which
he recorded it. He also discussed Reinhardt’s family in his
introduction to the piece at his GSI performance and gave
a televised performance of his arrangement in the Théâtre

du Châtelet in Paris in 2010, the hundredth anniversary of
Reinhardt’s birth. Dyens’s performances of Nuages routinely
start with Django-inspired improvisation and techniques.
Such techniques—including dedillo tremolo-strums— are
adopted in his arrangement of Take the A Train, complete
with such indications as “Alla Reinhardt” and “Alla Django.”
In short, there is little doubt that this arrangement is the
fruit of a deep admiration and knowledge of Reinhardt’s
style and recordings. Nuages is both nominally and musically
a dedication.
There is much to discuss in this celebrated arrangement,
but of course we are concerned here with swing values. To
analyze Dyens’s use of swing, I have selected seven sections
from the first two pages of the arrangement (where swung
eighths and the reference to the original jazz standard are
most prominent). Each of these sections are analyzed in four
different performances (labeled N1–4 and detailed in section
5.2).
Before examining Dyens’s performances, however, let us
examine the swing value mechanisms in Reinhardt’s seminal
Quintette du Hot Club de France recording of December 13,
1940 (N0). This will provide us with useful reference points
and allow us to consider how closely such microtiming
expression is adopted by Dyens himself and how he seeks to
capture it in notation.

5.1. Django’s Nuages

There can be few guitarists as venerated as Django
Reinhardt. His playing style and gypsy jazz style more
generally have received extensive pedagogical attention
(see for example the hours of tutorial material available
on DC Music School), with transcriptions and technical
breakdowns of every aspect of his soloing and rhythm
style. It is therefore surprising that, aside from some short
contextual analyses,34 no in-depth microtiming study of his
playing seems to have been made. So, a study is offered here
of his 1940 Quintette du Hot Club de France recording, using
a similar analytical method to that shown in figure 6. Given
Reinhardt’s rhythmic virtuosity, his rich legacy of recordings,
and the fascination of his stylistic evolution, let us hope
that this is just the first of many such investigations, to the
enrichment of both contemporary analytical approaches and
pedagogical instruction.
Nuages (N0) is a mono ensemble recording on period
recording equipment, so there are limitations of accuracy.
Nonetheless, Reinhardt’s remarkable projection and clarity
and the slow tempo of the piece reveal very usable data.
From this analysis, I have categorized four illustrative
“time-feel modes.” These are selected not to reduce the

33 Django Reinhardt, “Nuages,” in Roland Dyens, Mes Arrangements a l’amiable (Paris: Henri Lemoine, 2001), 33–37.
34 See Mermikides, Changes Over Time: Theory & Practice (PhD diss., University of Surrey, 2010); and Simon Moulieras and François Pachet, “Maximum Entropy Models for

Generation of Expressive Music,” ArXiv:1610.03606 [CS] (12 October 12, 2016), http://arxiv.org/abs/1610.03606.

guitarfoundation.org Soundboard Scholar No. 6

45

MONITORED FREEDOM
extraordinary rhythmic expression on display but rather to
provide indicative markers and draw the reader’s attention
to the wide range of microtiming virtuosity in evidence.
These four modes are listed below with representative timecoded extracts.

Figure 9. An annotated transcription of Reinhardt’s solo (N0
2:09–11). A characteristic “sweet” swing averaging close to 60c
is heard, which can be emulated with a 3:2 harmonic ratio.

5.1.1. “Sweet” 3:2 Swing

Reinhardt’s solos are richly complex, featuring doubletime feel and tempo modulations; in some passages,
however, he does maintain a consistent eighth-note swing
value. N0 2:09–2:11 is representative (see figure 9). The
simple three-note descending figure, with its polymetric
implication, describes an elegant swing of around 60c (with
a standard deviation of 3c). There is a sense of time-feel
consonance that is felt by this listener—if one is eager for
a harmonic ratio, the 3:2 pentuplet swing should satisfy.
This “Goldilocks zone”—midway between the straight and
triplet feel—has been noted in an analysis of Reinhardt
playing at a far higher tempo.35 It seems this swing feel
might remain consistent across a range of tempos.

“around 70%” of the beat—even holding out his hands
and demonstrating the upbeat position as in figure 3.37 If
this upstroke is played closer to the center (i.e., straighter),
he claims the rhythm will sound “plodding”; the closer it
is played to the next downbeat, the “lighter” it will become
(a reversal of the descriptive terms used in parts of the
discussion above).
This fundamental inflection—as far as this research is
able to uncover—is only given the general term “upstroke”:
throughout the remainder of this discussion I shall refer to
it as the pompette (the diminutive form recognizes that it
is a small component of the rhythm guitar feel la pompe,
and its French translation of “tipsy” is too satisfying to
resist). Individual players’ use of pompette may vary in
different situations, but in this performance, the rhythm
guitar suggests Dunn’s estimate of 70% is cautious. The
lowest ones found in this recording were at the 68c mark,
and some were cranked as high as 80c (what might be
called “hyperswing”—if indeed we still consider these to
be eighth notes). Incidentally, these high swing values are
echoed in studies of jazz drummers’ ride-cymbal patterns,38
strengthening the argument of the gypsy jazz rhythm guitar
surrogate role as drummer. However, Dunn’s suggestion
of 70c tallies well with Reinhardt’s melodic phrase (N0
0:21–23), which to me is clearly in the same time-feel
mode as the rhythm guitar. This seems to reside in a zone
between the triplet eighth note and the dotted eighth note
(just as the “sweet” swing sits between a straight and triplet
swung marker). Figure 10a annotates this melodic pompette
from N0 (0:22–24), alongside an annotated spectrograph
(figure 10b) of a 76c rhythm guitar pompe pattern from
the same recording (straight and triplet swing markers are
added for reference). Note that the swing value of the first

5.1.2. The Pompette

Central to gypsy jazz guitar—and a rite of passage for the
aspiring soloist—is the function of the rhythm guitarist.
Far from an “easy” role, this remarkable discipline requires
a deep understanding of fretboard harmony, subtle voicing,
chord duration, timbre, time-feel, relative volume, and
inflection to create the quintessential accompaniment—la
pompe.36 One such inflection is an occasional upstroke
ahead of beats 1 and/or 3. These short cadential figures tend
to occur significantly later than the medium swing “sweet
spot”—often beyond the triplet. Gypsy jazz performer and
educator Michael Dunn suggests that it should occur at

Figure 10. An annotated transcription of Reinhardt’s “melodic
pompette” from his 1940 recording (A), alongside an annotated
spectrograph of a rhythm guitar pompette from the same recording (B). All swing values here are above the triplet swing level.

35 Mermikides, Changes Over Time.
36 See Denis Chang, “The Secrets of Authentic Gypsy Jazz Rhythm,” posted August 11, 2015, https://denischang.com/index.php/2015/08/11/the-secrets-of-authentic-gypsy-

jazz-rhythm/.
37 Michael Dunn, Django’s Rhythm, solos performed by Don Ogilvie (Missouri: Mel Bay, 2000), DVD.
38 See G.L. Collier and J.L. Collier, “The Swing Rhythm in Jazz,” in Proceedings of the International Conference on Music Perception and Cognition, Montreal, ed. B. Pennycook
and E. Costa-Giomi (Montreal: McGill University) 477–80; also Friberg and Sundström, “Swing Ratios.”
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pompette in figure 10a must be estimated by
context (in the absence of a “local” onbeat);
the second, however, is clear and beautifully
in the zone.
5.1.3. Dissonant Straight-Feel

If the 60c (or 3:2) swing provides a sense of
maintained swing consonance, then other
passages carry a marked dissonance through
the use of a straighter feel. This is realized in
Reinhardt’s somewhat bluesy phrase (2:54–
2:57, figure 11a). The phrase includes some
very straight Enps and reaches as high as
around 59c, but its average of 54c has a
somewhat defiant swagger in contrast to
the “sweet” feel. A harmonic ratio of 5:4
captures the average swing value of these
quite successfully. The final, heavily swung
eighth-note pair (its final onbeat construed
by ensemble context) is included here, in
reference to a striking concept in Benadon’s
2006 study39—a possible phrase-structure
mechanism in jazz soloing where a low
swing phrase returns to the higher swing
value of the ensemble to make a kind of
time-feel “resolution.”
Straight eighths are also a feature
of double-time passages: that is to say,
eighth-note swing tends to disappear
in the presence of continuous sixteenth
notes. Figure 11b illustrates one such
example. The eighth notes here are very
straight (averaging at 50.4c). Interestingly,
some light swing feel is evident at the
Figure 11. Illustrative examples of Reinhardt’s straighter/light-swing.
sixteenth-note level. The double-time,
Figure 11a demonstrates this light swing at the eighth-note level, while
it seems, telescopes eighth-note swing to
figures 11b–d demonstrate “double-time swing”—a straighter and tighter
the sixteenth-note level, and the eighth
eighth-note feel supporting a light swing at the sixteenth-note level.
note is left straighter and less varied. This
pattern of tighter and straighter eighths
ensemble recording). Rostaing also adopts a highly flexible
supporting a light and variable swing at the sixteenth-note
beat duration. The duration between onbeats from the
level is repeated in figures 11c and 11d. This time-feel
clarinet (which differ as much as 250ms in some passages)
mode seems to be preserved in the emphatic “preparatory”
sometimes align sharply with the ensemble and sometimes
straight eighth-note pair in figure 11c, as if preparing the
drift against the unchanging accompaniment—often falling
listener for the double-time swing that ensues.
significantly behind.
A useful metric here is adapted from Ashley’s 2002 study
5.1.4. Floating Melody
of jazz rubato,40 where the standard deviation of the bpm
The main melody—played on the clarinet by Hubert
(or beat duration) is expressed as a proportion of its mean.
Rostaing—uses a rather broad range of swing values, falling
Simply put, this gives an objective measure of beat duration
within a range of 53c–68c (as best as can be identified
variability independent of the actual tempo. A measure of 0
for an instrument with such a soft onset in a mono
39 Benadon, “Slicing the Beat.”
40 Ashley, “Do[n’t] Change a Hair for Me.”
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would mean all beats were identical, a measure of 1 would
mean that beats, on average, vary 1% from their mean
tempo—the higher the number, the more variability in beat
duration. How much beat duration variability is a lot? For
reference, Ashley’s study revealed variability measures of
1.21–4.20. Here, Rostaing plays many phrases in the range
of 6–10. This drift is so extreme on occasions that it’s not
clear if a note is “intended” as—for example—a late triplet
or early onbeat.
To compound matters, there is no evidence of a score
being used to represent the melody of Nuages until the Real
Book heyday of the 1970s—and quite tellingly, few of these
are identical. It may well be the case that no one melody
exists: rather, it exists as a cloud of possibilities around
one diffuse skeletal form. Since some of the melodic notes
are ambiguous in terms of notational reference point (for
example, distinguishing a very late swung eighth note from
an early downbeat), certain passages resist the kind of swing
calculations presented in this paper.
Nonetheless, the data does yield some findings whose
very elusiveness constitutes a “mode”: a wide spread of
swing values (generally under the triplet), with a “sweet”
61c as a representative mean and a flexible “local” pulse
(that is to say, high beat-duration variability).
These four time-feel modes—sweet swing, dissonant
straight-feel, pompette, floating melody—are placed in the
swing quadrant for ease of reference (figure 12). Note that
“floating melody” includes a significant variability of beat
duration in comparison to the other modes.
Before continuing, let us emphasize once again that
this taxonomy of time-feels is offered not to diminish but
to underscore the rich variations in microtiming typical of
Reinhardt’s playing (and that of his ensemble members).
We should also note that when required, Reinhardt could
play within the grid of standard notation with remarkable
accuracy. A sequence of emphatic and detached triplets (N0
1:58–59) are played within 10ms of their notated positions,
with a beat duration variability below 1. There is a precise
control behind such variability.

5.2. Dyens’s Nuages

Turning to Dyens’s arrangement, we immediately encounter
a small surprise: it is written in 12/8, encoding the swing
feel into the time signature itself. This is a challenge to
explain, given that Dyens’s ten other jazz arrangements
adopt the conventional 4/4 (or similar binary meter), with
swing “headers” or triplet rhythms. I have found no other
publication or transcription of Nuages in 12/8, so it seems
that Dyens’s notation is doubly unusual. The significant
number of continuous eighth notes in the arrangement
might suggest a reason, but Dyens’s other jazz arrangements

Figure 12. Four selected “time-feel modes,” derived from
Reinhardt’s 1940 recording of Nuages, presented on the
swing quadrant of the beat circle.

accommodate a similar number with the use of triplets.
Furthermore, Dyens is forced to make numerous duplet and
quadruplet groupings, and it’s certainly not evident that a
4/4 realization would require more extensive modification.
Perhaps there is an association of a waltz feel with the “poco
nostalgia” in the score. Whatever Dyens’s intentions, this
embedded triplet becomes yet more problematic when the
score is compared with Dyens’s performance, as we will
shortly see.41
Our purpose here is to investigate Dyens’s use of swing
in reference to Reinhardt’s time-feel modes. To what degree
can the “fragrance” of the original recording be tracked in
terms of swing values? The principal challenge is to amass
a reliable and relevant data set. Without clear transients,
swing values cannot be determined, and certain stretches
of Dyens’s arrangement are hard to compare directly with
Reinhardt’s recording. With these difficulties in mind, I
have selected seven extracts from Dyens’s performance.
These extracts supply both well-defined transients and
clear correspondences to Reinhardt’s original recording.
Since we have four performances of Nuages by Dyens, and
some extracts are identical or similar, a reasonable data set
is collated and a comparison to the score can be made. It
should be noted that once suitable candidates for extracts
were selected, none were excluded from the analysis. As we
shall see, despite Dyens’s freedom in the improvisational
preludes of the three live performances, there is a
remarkable consistency and control in the notated passages.

41 Incidentally, Dyens’s Lettre Noire is another example of a 12/8 piece with swing implications, complete with the instruction “swinging, of course…,” but the style is blues
rather than jazz.
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The four performances are listed below and for simplicity
are referred to as N1–4 in the following discussion.
N1—CD Recording (GHA 1999)
N2—Televised performance at the Théâtre du Châtelet
(2010)
N3—Recital at the Guitar Foundation of America
(2012) and
N4—Recital at the Guitar Salon International (2016)

Figure 13. Extract 1 from bar 15 of Dyens’s Nuages, revealing
a tightly articulated “sweet” swing across all four performances.
The three ENPs are coded with black, gray, and white circles
respectively.

Figure 14. Extract 1 results are displayed in the swing quadrant, with the ordering of each ENP (black, gray, white) shown
within each performance (E1N1–4).

The selected extracts from these performances will
be coded by the extract number, followed by recording
number. For example, E2N3 is section 2 of recording 3
(extract 2 of Nuages 3). Each extract will be presented and
analyzed in turn.
5.2.1. Swing Sweet Spot (Extract 1)

Extract 1 (figure 13) offers a series of three consecutive
eighth-note pairs (Enp) at a similar tempo. Although
these are voiced as chords rather than single notes, they
are performed tightly, and so the transient calculations
are clear (figure 14). Remarkably, the average of all of
these Enps over all four performances (12 readings) is
right in the “sweet spot” of 61c. This sits neatly between
straight and triplet swing with a mere 30ms on either side.
Furthermore, the average of each performance was 61.6c,
61.5c, 60.4c, and 60.5c respectively—an extremely tight
standard deviation under 1c (≈5ms). In all but one case,
the final swing value was the highest (claims of pompette
influence, while tempting, are probably tenuous for such
a data set). Nevertheless, this analysis reveals an ability
of Dyens to reproduce this notationally awkward yet
stylistically salient swing value sharply and consistently. All
results are shown in the swing quadrant in figure 14, with
the ordering of each Enp (black, gray, white) shown within
each performance (E1N1–4) for completeness. The timing
is remarkably tight in E1N1 (within a 10ms window)
and on the 60–61c “sweet spot.” It should be noted that
this tightest performance is the CD recording, where
presumably Dyens had an option to re-record and “sign off”
the take, as opposed to one-take live scenarios.

Figure 15. Extracts 2 and 3 (from bars 4 and 8 of Dyens’s arrangement) include three ENPs (coded with black, gray, and white
circles), the last two of which are “melodic pompettes” quoted from
Reinhardt’s performance.

5.2.2. Pompettes (Extracts 2–3)

In figure 15, extracts 2–3 are identical in rhythm (and
notes) and each contain two examples of melodic pompettes,
clearly inspired by Reinhardt’s iconic phrase in figure 11.
They also contain a swung rhythm on beat 1. Whether this
should be considered part of a strummed pompe rhythm
(correct register but unusual beat) or a “consonant melody”
(unusual register) is unclear, but it is included here for
context. In addition, beat 2 (which defines the end of the
first Enp and the start of the second) is only determined
by a slight percussive muting, and so the first two values
are somewhat open to ambiguity. The final Enp offers the
most definitive value: it is well anchored and in the classic
position for a pompette. The results—particularly for the
beat 4 pompette—align well with Reinhardt’s reference (and
Dunn’s “70%” estimate). For extract 2, the beat 2 pompette
guitarfoundation.org Soundboard Scholar No. 6
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averages 67c, with the beat 4 pompette around 69c. For
extract 3, the first pompette was a 65c, but the second was
far more emphatic, averaging around 71c.
It’s not clear what can be said for the beat 1 and beat
2 results: they are significantly higher than in extract 1 but
fall somewhat short of the 70c. This, combined with the
analytical challenges, prohibits any definitive conclusions.
But the final pompette, at least, is very clear: extract 2’s
average of 69c has a standard deviation of 2c, and the 71c
of extract 3 is even tighter with a 1.3c standard deviation.
Figure 16 reveals this visually, the white dots of the final
pompette clustering around the 70c line.
5.2.3. Double-Time and “Nested” Swing (Extract 4)

Extract 4 (bar 37, beat 2) is a single passage of clearly
defined sixteenth notes, investigated here for evidence of the
double-time swing exhibited by Reinhardt. It is in passages
such as these where Dyens’s 12/8 time signature might
make some experiential sense. Dyens is forced to notate
such straight passages as quadruplet notes, as if they are the
deviation from, rather than reversion to, the default feel.
This is remarkably evocative of the satisfying dissonance of
hearing or playing straight eighths in defiance of a swing
context,42 and this notational choice pays testament to such
experience. Figure 17 presents this single beat from all four
performances in tabular form below the extract in question.

E4N1
1/16 swing (c)
1/8 swing (c)
E4N2
1/16 swing (c)
1/8 swing (c)
E4N3
1/16 swing (c)
1/8 swing (c)
E4N4
1/16 swing (c)
1/8 swing (c)

2.1

2.1

2.1

2.1

49.5

60.8

50.0

2.2

2.3
62.0

2.2

2.3
54.5

2.2

48.5

2.2

2.3
52.6

2.3

51.3

53.8

55.1

55.3

2.4

2.4

2.4

2.4

49.5

Figure 17. Extract 4 analyzed in the four performances for
sixteenth-note swing and eighth-note swing. These “nested”
swing values appear in the last column, with the top figure representing the average sixteenth-note swing (and standard deviation), and the lower figure the eighth-note swing.
42 See Mermikides, Changes Over Time; and Mermikides, “‘Straight and Late.’”
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Figure 16. All eight performances of extracts 2 and 3 presented on the swing quadrant. The pompettes (on beat 4 in particular)
demonstrate the characteristic high swing value found in Reinhardt’s performance.

For each performance (E4N1, E4N2, E4N3, E4N4),
the sixteenth-note swing between the first two sixteenths of
beat 2 (2.1 and 2.2) is calculated, as well as the following
sixteenth-note pair (2.3 and 2.4). In addition, the eighthnote swing (which describes how far from the center
point of the entire beat 2.3 lies) is shown. A notationally
“perfect” performance would yield this “nested” swing
value as 50c/50c (straight sixteenths or straight eighths).
We can recall, however, that such sixteenth-note passages in
Reinhardt’s double-time swing yielded low-swing/no-swing
patterns (typically around 54c/50c)—that is to say, straight
eighths dividing into lightly swung
sixteenths.
Mean (SD)
It is here that Dyens diverges
50.4 (1.2)
most significantly from Reinhardt:
62.0
instead of Reinhardt’s controlled,
Mean (SD)
57.2 (4.9)
nested swing, he opts for more
54.5
rhapsodic flourishes. It may be
Mean (SD)
that Dyens had no intention of
52.5 (3.5)
impersonating such passages;
52.6
nor is he (or anyone playing
Mean (SD)
his arrangement) obliged to do
51.9 (4.8)
so. He does after all, say in the
49.5
preface to Night and Day that
he wanted to preserve the feel of
jazz “particularly in the choruses”—which would imply a
more divergent approach elsewhere. Regardless, the data
provide some explanation for this difference of feel, where
in all but the last performance an underlying eighth-note

swing obfuscates any appreciation of
sixteenth-note swing between these
eighth-note boundaries.
In one case eighth-note swing is
significantly larger than its sixteenthnote counterpart—a reversal of
Reinhardt’s template. Again, there is
no requirement to emulate Reinhardt
in this arrangement, and Dyens may
not be aiming to do so here—on
the contrary, his accented first note
runs counter to Reinhardt’s strongly
projected upstrokes. However, the
harmonics in the previous bar are
reminiscent of figure 11c, and since
Dyens adopts Reinhardt’s time-feel
so effectively elsewhere, it is worth
discussing how one might do so in
such passages. As we have seen, it
is that straighter, more consistent
eighth-note pulse that enables swing
Figure 18. Extracts 5, 6 and 7 from bars 11, 1 and 17 of Dyens’s arrangement,
at the sixteenth-note layer. This is why,
respectively. The three beats of each extract are categorized as Triplet swing, Triplets,
I suggest, Reinhardt’s performance of
Triplets with slide, and Duplets.
figures 10b and 10d create such a clear
and compelling sense of asymmetry
the center-facing arrows. Beat 4 (17.4) is wider than beat 3.
between sixteenth notes, coupled with the clarity and
In terms of onsets in the same extract, the duplet in 17.2 is
projection of his off-beat articulations.
performed very close to its notational position. However, in
17.3 the onset is performed earlier than its notational triplet,
5.2.4. Floating Melody (Extracts 5–7)
as indicated by a white dot. Slides are indicated with an oval
These final extracts, providing as they do variations of
whose left- and rightmost edges denote the onsets of the D
similar melodic material, tell us more about how Dyens
sharp and F natural respectively.
executes three key elements: swung eighth notes with a
From these generous amounts of data emerge some
triplet, slides, and the emphatic straight duplet. The extracts
patterns and three consistencies:
also share the “floating melody” flavor of the clarinet
performance with variable beat length and a wide swing
1) Beat 4 is always longer than beat 3, usually 		
interpretation. Figure 18 presents each of the extracts in
significantly so. This is particularly the case 		
standard notation, with the nominal rhythms categorized
with extract 6 (in one case the beat 			
as “Triplet swing,” “Duplets,” “Triplets,” and “Triplets with
duration doubles).
slide.” With four performances of each extract, we might
2) In three of the four performances of extract 6, beat 3 is
reveal some patterns and say whether the microtiming
significantly shorter than beat 2. This is not the case
placement of one category is similar across performances,
for every performance of extract 5. This suggests
how a triplet swing compares to triplets, and so on.
that Dyens is consistent in his beat duration
Figure 19 presents the results of the microtiming
manipulation between performances of the same
investigation. Vertical lines represent the notated positions
extract but not of similarly notated rhythms. In
of notes. Dots indicate where the notes were actually placed
short, the rhythmic notation alone does not
and are shaded to indicate whether they are ahead or behind
elicit a globally executed “habit.” However, in
the notated positions (vertical dashed lines). They are placed
extract 7, which is the only extract with a notated
as relative cent positions within the beat, but beat durations
duplet, the beat 2 duplet is significantly longer
fluctuate wildly. Beat durations are indicated in ms and
than the beat 3 triplet swing. On the other hand,
the amount of widening and narrowing is illustrated with
it is never performed much straighter than the
horizontal arrows. For example, E7N1 contains three beats
following (notated) triplet swing beat. The duplet
(17.2, 17.3 and 17.4). Beat 2 (17.2) lasts 606ms, but beat
here indicates a longer but not straighter beat. Or
3 (17.3) is significantly narrower (409ms) as indicated by
guitarfoundation.org Soundboard Scholar No. 6
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Figure 19. Extracts 5–7 analyzed in terms of beat duration, beat variability, and the comparison of performed notes to their notational positions (indicated with vertical dashed lines). Note that all beats are shown with the same horizontal width but do in fact
differ in absolute time duration. The horizontal dimensions are scaled so that the relative position of note placement within the beat
may be easily compared.

conversely, the triplet swing in beat 3 shortens
but does not straighten the beat in comparison to
beat 2. My experience playing jazz compels me to
suggest that the duplet is acting here as a form of
proxy for the indescribable but repeatable feel of
playing behind the beat. There is an elongation
of the beat, and this duplet/triplet-swing acts
as a compelling shorthand for the experience of
playing behind and then catching up with the
beat. Here, too, the idiosyncratic 12/8 creates
unique problems in notating the feel. In this
meter, the duplet must be explicitly notated. If
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the arrangement was in 4/4 with a triplet swing
global header, then presumably both beats would
be written as straight eighths (or the first would
require some sort of canceling local “straight”
indication). There is something compelling about
the duplet being seen as the “outsider” disrupting
the underlying rhythmic framework in 12/8;
even if notationally inaccurate, it is experientially
familiar.
3) Almost every notated triplet appears significantly
early. So much so that the notated duplet in
extract 6 is indistinguishable from its triplet

we have a foreshortened
template with which to
match 3.1–3.3, initiating a
narrowing of beat duration.
If again 3.3 is played early,
then we are left with an
elongated 3.3–4.1, and this
“long triplet” might in turn
initiate a wider total beat
duration in bar 4.
There is little to support
this hypothesis and whether
some mechanism like this—
or any other—is at play
in Dyens’s performances;
perhaps this is just a
pleasing tempo contour, and
the notation is just a quick
Figure 20. Two performances of extract 6 modeled according to “duration matching.” In A, where
shorthand. Nonetheless, it
the performance is notationally accurate, durations are easily matched at a consistent tempo. In B,
raises interesting ideas in
low swing values might lead to beat duration variability as illustrated here.
the concept of micro-metric
modulation in performance
swing counterparts in extracts 4 and 5, or from
and composition, where an “off-grid” beat division might
the notationally swung beat that follows it. Why
initiate a fluidity of beat duration.
Dyens chooses to notate just one of these Enps
as straight is unclear, but they are executed as
6. Summary and Pedagogical Implications
Reinhardt’s “defiant” straight-feel. Eleven of the
This paper has revealed a sophisticated execution of
twelve swung eighth notes in beat 3 are similarly
swing rhythm by Dyens, with a wide range of swing
early. The triplets in beat 4 are also compressed to
values represented in his recorded work. In particular, his
the left, the first triplet appearing extremely early
performance of Reinhardt’s “sweet spot” swing is remarkably
and the last (even when executed with a slide)
precise, consistent, and rare among guitarists outside of
reaching the target note before the final triplet
the jazz genre. This swing value, however, is not used
would have appeared.
homogenously, and an influence of both pompette and
“defiant” straight-feel is evident, as well as an exuberant
This beat duration variability would suggest an
use of a “floating melody” time-feel mode. Double-time
influence of the “floating melody” time-feel mode, and this
passages share some swing-value characteristics but not the
is also supported by the swing variability. The “underswing”
tight eighth-note timing found in Reinhardt’s double-time
is consistent with a Reinhardt “defiant” straight time-feel as
swing: instead, Dyens varies the duration of the quarterwell as an occupation of the “sweet spot.”
note beat. Dyens’s knowledge was presumably largely tacit:
The preceding analysis of extracts 5–7 suggests that
I have not found any documented discussion of these
when Dyens plays two triplet swing figures in a row, he
mechanics by him. His notation, as always, offers intriguing
tends to speed up, and when going from these pairs to a
clues: although his use of global headers is conventional,
three-note triplet, he tends to slow down. Figure 20 offers
the “gently swinging” and “swinging” modifiers do suggest
one possible explanation of the mechanics behind this
some ability to communicate the different flavors of swing
strange consistency. Let us imagine a model where beat
discussed above, and Nuages produces some inventive if
duration is dependent on “prior periodicity”—as when we
idiosyncratic approaches to swing notation.
keep time by matching previously heard durations. Then
What might the contemporary guitarist learn from
figure 20A would show how the rhythm of extract 6 can
Dyens’s example? That there is a depth of listening in
be built by matching previously executed durations. The
evidence, which seems to go deeper than the superficial
duration of 2.1–2.3 can be repeated, and with a perfectly
markers of jazz, and that Dyens’s connection to the jazz
executed triplet the gap from 3.3 to 4.1 can repeat to
genre is strengthened by his unabashed commitment
produce the final bar. However, if we now modify this
to improvisation, where it is likely he honed his flexible
model with a tendency to play the third triplet early, then a
chain of events (B) might ensue: If 2.3 is played early then
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approach to swing. Notation itself can also be similarly
flexible: precise instructions sometimes, at others a skeletal
invitation for musical flexibility, when even its very symbols
can be co-opted for other purposes (as in the long duplet).
For those interested in engaging more deeply with
swing and/or performing Dyens’s Nuages and other jazz
arrangements, some further pedagogical recommendations
emerge from this research:
1. Beware the notation. Although useful as a simple
(in fact the simplest) notation for jazz swing, the
triplet eighth—either as a global header or written
locally—is very often an inaccurate rhythmic
instruction. In the analyzed repertoire, most jazz
melodic playing exists below this marker and some
is completely straight. Rhythm-section swing can
be higher, however, and can even exceed the triplet
boundary, as in the pompette.
2. Practice light swing values regularly. Together
with programmer and musician Carl Faia,43 I
have developed software to engage with such
microtiming mechanisms in real time, in an
attempt to close the gap between analysis and
pedagogy. This provides visual feedback via a
digital beat circle and tracks the performer’s
playing, allowing a honing of any manner of offgrid time-feels. However, a simple and immediate
starting point to explore the swing continuum
might be to simply play some material (repeated
notes, scale patterns, etc.) at the 60c “sweet spot.”
This can be immediately accessed by dividing a
beat into 5 equal parts and grouping them into
a 3:2 “heartbeat” pattern (a lower swing 4:3 and
other simple ratios might also be used). These
may be played with the exploratory relaxation
and fluidity we might give even eighth notes in
performance but from another vantage point of
the beat circle. Hal Crook’s exercise of gradually
increasing and then decreasing swing value on
a single note or simple pattern provides another
avenue to breaking the discontinuity.44
3. Cultivate a range of swing values. In addition to the
common advice to “listen more” (and the informal
but conventional jazz training of playing along to
records), one can simply gain an awareness that
a spectrum of rhythmic expression exists on a
smooth continuous circle, rather than the limited
set of flavors convenient to standard notation.
While it may occasionally be useful to simply

replace the triplet eighth with an alternative
notation (such as the 3:2 harmonic ratio = 60c),
more likely this misses the point, for a range of
swing values exists, and these can vary within
a single piece, within a single phrase, or even
between two simultaneous layers. Just as the use
of dynamics is unlikely to be fixed throughout
a performance or restricted to a handful of
discrete values, so too can expression be drawn
from modulating degrees of swing—a less overt
resource, perhaps, but one equally expressive.
4. Learn other resources. Swing—as defined as
subdivision asymmetry—is not the only nor a
sufficient component of expressive microtiming.
A starting point might be section 3 above and the
literature cited.
If one wanted to play Nuages in the style of
Reinhardt—or Dyens—then the following basic guidelines
may be useful. A literal reading of the 12/8 rhythm is
too unequal for this style as a default: applying the 3:2
feel to extract 1, for example, would help one to find
this characteristic “sweet” swing. The pompettes, on the
other hand, can tolerate very high swing values (and these
might also be applied to some rhythmic patterns). But
beyond these two modes, swing variability is a feature of
the performances of both guitarists: the triplet swing can
be interpreted with individual freedom. In the case of the
melodic breaks, a floating beat variability might emulate
Dyens’s performance (and Reinhardt’s clarinetist), but the
rhythm is otherwise quite stable in the form, allowing swing
variability to be appreciated. If one wanted to emulate
Reinhardt’s double-time swing (to a greater degree than
Dyens does), then there is a particular requirement to keep
the eighth-note pulse consistent.
In his improvisation classes at Berklee, seminal jazz
educator Hal Crook rejected conventional liberalist notions
of jazz by stating, “there is no freedom without structure.”
Indeed, the most surprising lesson in all this is that the
enticing freedom of this style is really a form of precision
rather than indulgence. That nonchalance of Dyens’s
playing speaks to the heart because he knows the customs
and manners of the style. Here, too, Dyens demonstrates
the musical options which emerge—and are only
available—through the precise control of the finest details.
Dyens’s own phrase is as good as any: “liberté surveillée”—
monitored freedom.

43 Milton Mermikides and Carl Faia, “The Extended Guitar” (lecture recital, International Guitar Research Centre Conference, University of Surrey, 2016).
44 Crook, How to Improvise, 61.

54

Soundboard Scholar No. 6

guitarfoundation.org

ONLINE FEATURE

BREAKING THE MATRIX: Transcribing Bartók and Ligeti for the
Guitar Using a New Capo System
By Katalin Koltai

This paper demonstrates new transcriptions for the guitar of four piano pieces from
the twentieth century: “The Night’s Music” from Bartók’s suite Out of Doors and
Ligeti’s Musica ricercata, nos. 1, 2, and 7. The transcriptions deploy various newly
invented single- and double-string magnet capos: I describe their design and drawing
on the work of De Souza, explain how their use transforms the affordances of the
fretboard. In combination with scordaturas, the capos can be used to generate a
series of radically altered open-string sets. Turning to the transcriptions of Bartók
and Ligeti: by observing the pitch centers within their non-tonal structures, an openstring set can be generated that makes transcription possible. Excerpts from the
transcriptions show how idiomatic features of the piano originals, such as contrast in
register, can be mapped onto other idiomatic features of the guitar, such as contrast
in timbre. The conclusion of the paper discusses how musical intention can connect
with technological innovation, opening the way to an adaptable guitaristic interface
with fresh potential for transcription and composition.
To read this article,
enhanced with extra musical examples and video samples,
please visit soundboardscholar.org,
and click on “Soundboard Scholar Online.”
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IN MEMORIAM
JULIAN BREAM (1933–2020)
By Fábio Zanon

Since August 14, 2020, Julian Bream’s passing has been
mourned by guitarists and music lovers all over the world. I
join the ranks of those who recall first hearing him over the
radio, as a child, quite by chance: the effect was synesthetic,
enthralling, a banquet for the senses. I sensed a deeply
cultural musical purpose and felt, at last, that the whole
gamut of expression could fit on the guitar. I was granted
the idea of what sort of musician I’d strive to become.
Other artists had the power to bring people to the guitar,
but Julian could bring us to a wider musical and cultural
landscape through the classical guitar and the lute.
I remember a guitar method preface pointing out the
contrasting personalities of Andrés Segovia and Bream—the
former a rapturous personalist, a musician for the senses
who made every piece his own, the latter a sophisticated
scholar who strove to find the appropriate hues for each
moment and each composer in rigorous readings. In the
perspective of today, we can perceive that the lines of
continuity that join them are as bold as the elements of
rupture that separate them: we listen to Bream’s art as a
synthesis where “chaos must shine through the adornment
of order,” to borrow Novalis’s words. What is most puzzling,
though, in this parallel is the unlikely course of events
that led the working-class boy from suburban London
to what we now perceive as the major point of inflection
in the second half of twentieth-century guitar history:
the artist who, by means of an impeccable musicianship,
musical and historical knowledge, and finely regulated
awareness of what the guitar was able to convey—but had
not yet conveyed—most successfully brought it to a higher
platform of aesthetic fruition, depth of musical argument,
and intellectual respectability.

I
Born on July 15, 1933, in Battersea, South London, a
stone’s throw away from the iconic power station, he was
raised in Hampton, where his grandmother owned a pub.
His father was a commercial graphic artist who loved the
guitar. His early—and lifelong—love for the classic jazz of
Django Reinhardt was challenged once his father brought
home a gramophone record of Segovia playing Recuerdos
de la Alhambra. He described that encounter in the most
affectionate terms—his fascination for the sound, a
completely new aural experience for him, which led him to
learn the classical guitar.
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Julian Bream by Eamonn McCabe

He was devastated when his parents got divorced and
his mother left the family home, leaving his father alone
to raise the children. That brought him even closer to his
father, who spared no effort to find proper tuition for the
boy who, whilst not academically bright, proved to be an
extremely fast learner on the guitar.
In post-WWII England the general view was that the
classical guitar was exclusively Spanish territory and that
there was no affinity between the Brits and that Latin
instrument. Still, there was a Philharmonic Society of
Guitarists; there, his father met Dr. Boris Perott, a Russianborn doctor and amateur guitarist. Perott became the young
Julian’s only ever regular teacher, encouraging him to play
with the little finger stuck to the soundboard and to try to
stand out by playing a multiple-string guitar. It is fair to
say, then, that as a guitarist Bream was largely self-taught,
which led him to develop an unusual degree of autonomy.
This seems to have been enough for him to play his first
professional concert in Cheltenham at the age of thirteen.
The positive reception led to a succession of musical
engagements around the country.
In the same momentous year of 1947, he attended
Segovia’s first post-war London concert, with a pair of
binoculars so that he could analyze Segovia’s technique
of producing tone. He described the occasion in a radio
interview: “I was simply riveted by his playing. I had never
heard such beautiful articulation, such a wealth of tone
color, and such wonderfully integral interpretation.”

He was introduced to Segovia at the occasion. The wish
of becoming his protégé failed; they had only a few, often
bumpy sessions, and Segovia offered to take him under
his wing on a world tour as a protégé. Not able to figure
exactly what Julian would gain from such an enterprise, his
father declined the invitation. This cast a shadow over his
relationship with Segovia that would last forever, but his
admiration for the Spaniard was unabated.
He was admitted to the Royal College of Music in
1949 on a full grant as a composition and piano student.
As commonplace as that may sound, he was in fact one of
the first—if not the first—guitarists of note to benefit from
formal conservatoire education: a guitar program would still
have to wait another ten years to be created. The principal
of the Royal College, Sir George Dyson, was sympathetic
to Bream’s talents but not to the guitar; he also advised
the youngster to “clean up” his cockney accent in order to
increase his chances of being socially accepted.
In 1950, his father died, and Julian, at seventeen, saw
himself without a safety net. At that time he met Thomas
Goff, a lawyer who also built lutes and harpsichords. Goff
was of decisive importance to the young man’s artistic life.
Not only did he encourage him to learn the lute—which
again, he did by himself—and to delve into the astounding
Renaissance repertoire still dormant in museums, but
he also made the lute he would use for a decade, first
in professional engagements on the radio and later as
a recording artist. Goff also arranged, in 1951, his first
concert at a major London venue, Wigmore Hall, which
was to become the foundation stone for his international
career.
In 1952, he was drafted into three years of military
service, where he played guitar and cello in various bands,
but managed to manipulate the rules to the extent of being
able to live in a flat and continue to develop his career. He
started to appear as an orchestral soloist and embarked on
a series of Renaissance song recitals with the tenor Peter
Pears, developing a friendship not only with Pears but also
with his partner Benjamin Britten. By the end of 1954,
he had appeared at Wigmore Hall many times and had
already tried out the lute and guitar concert format, to great
acclaim.
In 1955, he was discharged, which allowed him to play
abroad for the first time and to be invited to increasingly
higher-profile concerts. At this point, the pillars of his
artistic achievement started to become apparent. His
concerts started to feature some of the first works written
expressly for him, culminating, in the late 1950s, with the
premieres of Berkeley’s Sonatina, Henze’s Kammermusik
1958, and Arnold’s Guitar Concerto. He managed to strike
a balance between the lute and the guitar, and between solo
and chamber work. His recording career started in 1955,
first accompanying Pears in lute songs, and then solo with

the Westminster label, where he quickly steered away from
the conventional album of short pieces, and made in 1957
an all-Bach recital on the guitar and another, all Dowland,
on the lute.
By the early 1960s his fame started to spread
worldwide, and he became a favorite artist in Britain, a
regular guest of major festivals and television programs. In
1961 he formed the Julian Bream Consort, specializing in
Elizabethan music, one of the first regular groups to adopt
historically informed performance practice. In 1964, the
thirty-year-old Bream premiered Britten’s Nocturnal, a
piece that would redefine the guitar’s aesthetic orientation
and expressive capabilities. A day later he received official
recognition through the Order of the British Empire. A new
recording contract with RCA in 1959, which was to last
thirty years, initiated a succession of now classic albums,
most notably 20th Century Guitar in 1966—a landmark
recording. It had become clear that his artistic voice was
persuasive enough to promote contemporary music to
listeners who would otherwise reject it, and to present the
guitar to listeners who would not otherwise care for it.
Moving to a country house in the 1970s, he started a
partnership with luthiers, who established a workshop in
his property barn; in this way the work of David Rubio
and José Romanillos came to prominence, as well as that of
other harpsichord and lute-makers.
By now, he was a part of the cultural mainstream of the
time. His name was frequently mentioned in literary works;
purchasing a Julian Bream album was, for people with a
cultural inclination, as de rigueur as attending a Francis
Bacon exhibition or reading the latest Booker Prize winner.
He maintained an intensive concert schedule until
2001. Those decades saw a constant flow of projects of
all kinds: world premieres, television appearances, duet
concerts with John Williams and George Malcolm, poetry
recitals with actress Peggy Ashcroft, and concerto recordings
with such distinguished conductors as Colin Davis, André
Previn, and Simon Rattle. He was awarded the VillaLobos Medal in 1977, a CBE (Commander of the British
Empire) in 1985, and doctoral degrees honoris causa at the
Universities of Surrey and Leeds. Between 1979 and 1985
he recorded several albums of Spanish music, culminating
in the 1985 eight-part television series Guitarra!.
All this activity was only temporarily interrupted by
a serious car accident in 1984, when he smashed his right
elbow against an overpass pillar. He recovered fast enough
to go back to the concert stage a few months later, with
a slightly altered right-hand technique. He ended his
relationship with RCA in 1989, moving to EMI to release
four albums in the 1990s. In November 2001, he celebrated
fifty years of concerts at Wigmore Hall; this was to be his
London farewell concert, too. His last official concert was
guitarfoundation.org Soundboard Scholar No. 6
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JULIAN BREAM
in Norwich on May 6, 2002. Typically, those concerts
included a raft of demanding music he had never played
before. When asked why he didn’t carry on performing a
little longer, with less demanding programs, he replied:
“That wouldn’t be me.”
In the 2010s he established the Julian Bream
Trust, which, on the one hand, offers financial support
to exceptionally gifted youngsters to study at British
conservatoires and, on the other, pursues a policy of
commissioning new guitar works from prominent
composers for them to play. These students have had the
privilege of premiering works by Birtwistle, Anderson,
Brouwer, Cowie, and Mustonen under his guidance. He can
rest assured that his legacy will be extended into the future,
now under the direction of John Williams.

II
Julian Bream was the emblematic artist of the era of
recordings; he traversed the whole LP era and, starting in
1988, made the transition to digital recording. He was able
to exert total control over the artistic outcome, recording
with homemade instruments at the nearby Wardour
Chapel, and always working with the same technical team.
His albums spread his name worldwide; and, in the process,
he invested the guitar with unsuspected artistic standing.
Not only did his recorded legacy help to establish new
works, it also brought to the mainstream music by Giuliani
and Diabelli—not to mention the lute composers, who had
been neglected by the older generation.
His uncompromising personality crystalized the late
twentieth-century curatorial method of programming—the
opposite of a pick-and-mix, striving instead for a balance
between substantial pieces and lighter ones, creating musical
contrast and stylistic cohesion at once; at last a guitar
program didn’t look odd when placed alongside a chamber
or piano recital in a festival. His recordings, unlike those of
the previous generation, explored each area of the repertoire
in analytical breadth. 20th Century Guitar, for instance, is a
model of seamless narrative, where each piece seems to add
value to the next.
Julian Bream will forever be celebrated for his efforts
to create a repertoire of lasting quality. This quest started
as early as 1947, when he premiered Terry Usher’s Sonata,
and will be extended beyond the last piece he commissioned
himself (Edward Cowie’s 2019 Streams and Variations). It
included music he is not readily associated with (Dodgson’s
Quintet and ApIvor’s Guitar Concerto, for instance). He
often declared it was not enough to commission music, but
to wait for the right moment to do it and to throw oneself
into making it work. He was not inclined towards shocking
or experimental music: he strived to produce modern
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classics and did not shy away from touring with a thirtyminute-long dense atonal sonata in his program, if he was
convinced it was worth it. Out of the two dozen or so pieces
he actually recorded and the many more he premiered, it is
safe to say that at least a dozen substantial pieces are firmly
placed in history.
I regard his recorded legacy—both the official and
the bootlegged—as a never-ending source of delight and
wisdom. According to Sidney Molina, it can be divided
into six periods:
1955–58: six albums on the Westminster label. Half of
them are played on the lute, two of them as an accompanist
to tenor Peter Pears. There is already an attempt to create a
“thematic” format, with a focus on single composers.
1959–64: nine albums as an artist for RCA. This first RCA
period has an experimental outlook: we can hear recital-like
programs, live recordings, his first few concerto recordings,
and chamber music, including the first Julian Bream
Consort album. By the age of thirty, Bream had already
fifteen albums to his credit.
1965–70: nine albums, where he seems to develop a
comprehensive view of his discography, and to explore in
depth single areas of the repertoire. It contains such popular
albums as Baroque Guitar, Bach Lute Suites, Classic Guitar,
Romantic Guitar, and the iconic 20th Century Guitar, as well
as formidable lute albums and more chamber music with
Peter Pears and harpsichordist George Malcolm.
1971–78: eleven albums stressing the same elements,
framed by two all-Villa-Lobos albums, his single forays into
music from the Americas. This period also saw the release
of his three very popular duo albums with John Williams,
as well as a continuous flux of premiere recordings, notably
Bennett’s and Berkeley’s guitar concertos and Walton’s
Bagatelles.
1979–91: his last eleven albums for RCA. The major project
during this period was the Music of Spain series, which
consolidated his authority in this repertoire. This period
also includes Dedication, a full album of world-premiere
recordings, and Two Loves, with actress Peggy Ashcroft.
1992–95 marks the last phase of his recording career, with
four albums for EMI. These albums combine new works
with second thoughts on repertoire he had previously
recorded, including the Aranjuez concerto, Bach, Britten,
and Frank Martin. His last album, Sonata, includes Antonio
José and Castelnuovo-Tedesco, composers he recorded for
the first time.
Maybe affected by his experience with the lute, Bream
was arguably the first major guitarist to develop a truly
polyphonic style of playing. Where the older generation,
however beautiful the playing was, tended to treat even
a Bach fugue like a sort of accompanied melody, Bream

dispensed infinite care into polishing a coherent articulation
and finding the right proportion between horizontal sense
and vertical balance. His playing technique might not
be immaculate by today’s standards, but even his very
first albums display an intense preoccupation with not
letting the guitar’s idiosyncrasies interfere with wholesome
musical values. If a note has to be held in part-writing, if an
inner voice must come forward, if a wide legato has to be
sustained, he did not reckon the cost of achieving it.
His treatment of color, whilst heavily indebted to
Segovia, testifies to his more analytical approach. Onstage,
his sound was huge, solid, meticulous, embracing, with
deep basses and bright trebles; in the last decade it was not
totally unblemished, but the further one sat from the stage,
the more distinct it grew. Many younger players find his
extreme timbre choices repellent or unnecessary; what is
often forgotten is that he employed those effects according
to a carefully considered structural vision, which was
ultimately underlined and revivified by that kaleidoscopic
foreground. The same can be said about his tendency to
push phrasing forward with upbeat accents: again, those
were the conscious choices of a strategist to increase
momentum and polyphonic awareness, much the same
way a Horowitz or a Schnabel did. He did not play only for
other guitarists but for all.
Another mysterious aspect of his artistry is his rhythmic
urgency. He had a relentless sense of pulse and periodicity,
a determinant factor for an overall feeling of cohesion; and
yet his phrasing rarely sounded rigid.

III
In a profession where self-esteem and public image are
paramount, rarely have I met a musician who had such
a precise and honest assessment of his own stature, of his
strengths and weaknesses. There are few musicians of his
caliber who would admit, in an interview, having felt sad
for not playing at the premiere of Boulez’s Le Marteau sans
maître, as he knew he wouldn’t be able to cope with the
rhythm and ensemble difficulties; or who would allow his
embarrassing meeting with Stravinsky to be included in a
biographical documentary. He was able not to take himself
too grandly. I once went to greet him backstage after a
concert, and there was a lady trying to show him an old
photo album. She said she had a picture of him together
with his father. When she finally found the picture, it was
clear it was not Julian but John Williams. I thought he
was just going to turn his back on her, but he simply said:
“I don’t remember ever wearing glasses, but I might be
forgetful!” The lady went out completely satisfied.
For those of us who were fortunate enough to attend
the masterclasses he offered as a visiting professor at the
Royal Academy of Music between 1989 and 1995, he

became a model to be aspired to. Each of us will have a
number of personal recollections, and the most vivid refer
to his imagery and mood swings. He rarely gave any direct
technical instruction and never called a student by his or
her name; technique became an issue to be pondered over
once the musical demand was thrown. When I played
Berkeley for him, he asked me to imagine the last variation
like a faint silhouette lost in the mist, which becomes
gradually identifiable as one gets closer. There was no
need for specifics; that image alone indirectly built the
required technique.
He could be abrasive, almost cruelly direct. Giacomo
Susani, one of our last students to play for him, said he had
no filters of conscience and his blunt comments could be
disheartening, but the encounter challenged him to find his
own artistic truth. Once, another student played Brouwer’s
Sonata, second movement. It was sensitive playing but twice
as fast as Bream normally played. I cringed and feared he
might rebuke the student, only to hear him say, “I must
admit it is at odds with what I do, but it sounds very
charming”—and completely transform the interpretation
just by saying, “This movement could sound like an
overheard old piano.”
Much of the sense of an ending brought by his passing
can be credited to the fact that he represented the guitar
in the analogue, late twentieth-century era. He didn’t
have social media or a cell phone, possibly not even an
email address. His career was steadfast, geared for slow
consumption, built incrementally on reputation, peer
recognition, and the promotion of dense repertoire. Even
his luscious tone and choice of instruments betrayed, above
all, a musicianship built to be savored onstage. This stands
in sharp contrast to twenty-first century patterns, where
artistic identity and even tone production technique have to
be tailored to online consumption.
After his last few concerts I regretted the fact that I
would never hear such magical guitar sounds again. In 2020
I mourn the musician whose like will never exist again.
Julian was the musician I probably spent most hours in my
life listening to; it is like letting go a part of my being, and
I am sure thousands of first-class guitarists feel the same.
Never mind; someone whose art has been engraved into so
many people’s conscience never dies. As long as Western
culture flourishes in its most exalted form, there will be a
place for Julian Bream.
This article was commissioned by Il Fronimo and published
in Italian in issue 192, October 2020. The author’s original
English version, which differs slightly from the Italian,
appears here by kind permission.
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PUBLICATION REVIEW
“So that the Soul Would
Dance in You”: The Guitar
in Finland before the
Twentieth Century,
by Jukka Savijoki.
Helsinki: Sibelius Academy, 2019.
DocMus Research Publications 12,
451 pp. (https://helda.helsinki.fi/
handle/10138/304992).

The quotation in the title is taken
from a letter from the Finnish poet, also called the “Finnish
Bellman,” Jakob Gabriel Leistenius (1821–1858). Of
Leistenius it is said that “the guitar was his friend; in solitary
moments he struck chords on it so that the soul would
dance in you if you heard them.” In this well-produced
book, Finnish guitarist, pedagogue, and researcher Jukka
Savijoki presents a very broad, easy-to-read, and deep
description of the guitar’s development in Finland up to the
end of the nineteenth century. Published by the Sibelius
Academy, the book is written in English and covers over
450 pages.
Sweden and Finland formed a united kingdom from
the thirteenth century until 1809, when Finland became
an autonomous Grand Duchy of the Russian Empire. But
it is not until the 1810s and 1820s that the first traces of
the guitar can be found in Finland. In the Swedish part
of the kingdom, the guitar was represented as early as
the seventeenth century. A more parallel development is
shown by the Swedish lute, which also appeared in Finland
both before and after 1809. Seeing Savijoki’s long research
work presented in book form, one is both impressed
and fascinated by how well he manages to transform a
large and varied—but at the same time fairly meager—
research material into a coherent history. Savijoki’s broad
perspective, where all facets of guitar playing come under
the spotlight, is not that common, but one finds a similar
approach in Christopher Page’s books on the history of the
guitar in England.
Savijoki combines these many details into a vivid
picture of the guitar and its players in Finland. He has used
the Finnish daily press extensively, in the form of articles
and in particular of advertisements. Some information in
the advertisements should be taken with a pinch of salt—as
in the relatively frequent occurrence of the term “Spanish”
guitar. This may mean either that the guitar in question was
manufactured in Spain and imported to Finland, or that
it was a “Spanish” model guitar. I think that it was mainly
the latter variant and that the guitars came mostly from
Germany, Austria, and possibly France. As far as I know,
guitars made in Spain were not exported to any great extent
during the earlier part of the nineteenth century.
The book opens with a solid background description in
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which Sweden plays an important role, among other things
with the development of the Swedish lute, until the 1810s.
Some manuscripts with music for the Swedish lute are
preserved in Finland, and some of these can be linked to the
music copyist Jacob Preusmark in Stockholm. Several lutes
made in Stockholm are preserved in Finland, but there are
also some made in Finland from the early period, namely
by Carl Fredrik Thusberg in Turku, Anders Grönberg in
Sveaborg, Carl Petter Sundqvist and Enoch Järnfeldt in
Turku. Thusberg was, by the way, the father of the earliest
known female guitar teacher in Finland, Maria Fredrica
Thusberg.
By the early nineteenth century, there was already
a demand in Finland for guitars, guitar music, strings,
and teachers, as is clearly shown by advertisements in the
daily press. As with Sweden and the rest of Europe, but
on a slightly smaller scale in Finland, interest in the guitar
reached its peak during the first half of the century and
then weakened during the latter part. And as in Sweden,
the guitar in Finland was initially a pleasure and interest
for the more affluent social classes in larger cities such as
Turku, Helsinki, and Viborg. Another common feature
with Sweden and the rest of Europe is that female guitar
players seem to have dominated. This is not least evident in
the preserved images and artwork that Savijoki reproduces
and describes. The many Swedish names that appear in
early Finnish guitar history may surprise the reader. In
most cases, of course, these are Swedish-speaking Finns, a
population in Finland that has been a linguistic minority for
centuries. Today, most Swedish-speaking Finns are located
in Ostrobothnia, on Åland, and along the south coast from
Turku to Uusimaa.
During the nineteenth century, there was hardly
any guitar music printed at all in Finland; players were
completely dependent on imports. Until 1809, there was
a similar situation as in Sweden, where Olof Åhlström’s
exclusive privilege to print music hampered competition
and development in both Sweden and Finland. The music
stores in the larger Finnish cities, however, had an extensive
imported assortment of music for guitar, as evidenced
by advertisements and preserved music catalogs. Savijoki
provides the reader with a comprehensive list of all the
guitar music available in Finland during the nineteenth
century, and it is indeed an impressive amount. Unlike
Finland, Sweden had its own—albeit limited—production
of printed music for guitar from the introduction of
lithography in the early 1820s and after the cessation of
Åhlström’s privilege.
Another difference is the lack of guitar composers in
Finland during the nineteenth century. Only a couple of
names appear: Axel Gabriel Ignelius and Carl Theodor
Möller. Sweden had some of more significance, such as
Edvard Brandes, Fredrik Wilhelm Hildebrand, Otto Torp,

Johan Jakob Nagel, and others. Hildebrand also arranged
many songs by the Finnish composer Bernhard Crusell
for guitar accompaniment. Accompanied song similarly
dominates the Swedish guitar repertoire. Some production
of guitars occurred in Finland, but only a few are preserved
and they exhibit the same “provincialism” as their Swedish
counterparts. Carl Petter Sundqvist, Olof Granfeldt, Anders
Lindros, and Enoch Järnfeldt are among the better-known
Finnish guitar builders. Finland had very few appearances
by professional guitarists, and sometimes these appearances
were linked to the artists’ travels from Stockholm to Saint
Petersburg or vice versa. Saint Petersburg was the “capital”
of Finland from 1809 to 1917 and an important cultural
center in the Baltic Sea area. Two German guitarists
who visited Finland were Adam Darr and the whistling
equilibrist Karl von Gärtner.
Jukka Savijoki’s broad survey is peppered with deep
dives into auction records, advertisements and articles
in the daily press, inventories, biographical information,

“The GFA has long
been the most
comprehensive
US-based source for
information on the
guitar community's
news, its teaching
institutions, recordings,
scholars, as well
as its brightest talents.
I cannot imagine
either an aficionado
or aspiring guitarist
being fully informed
without the aid of GFA
membership.”

preserved guitar music, pictures and much more. I find it
hard to see that anything is missing from the book, and
Savijoki clearly provides all his sources. With Savijoki’s
book and Erling Møldrup’s study of the guitar in Denmark,
Guitaren: Ett eksotisk instrument i den danske musik, at least
two Scandinavian countries have had their guitar histories
described—and one must probably allow that Finland is
leading in terms of accuracy, breadth, and depth in history
writing. Yet despite his extensive research, Savijoki believes
that there still are additional areas in the history of Finnish
plucked-string instruments to continue researching. So it is
with all good research: you come across sidetracks that you
have to leave, but which in themselves are often interesting
to follow and immerse yourself in.
–Kenneth Sparr
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–Jason Vieaux
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CD REVIEWS
CD Review
Le donne e la chitarra.

James Akers, romantic guitar.
Drama Musica DRAMA004, 2018. 1 CD.

It is an unfathomable tragedy in the
history of Western art that misogynistic attitudes about
whose creative voice deserves to be heard have discouraged
women artists from exercising their genius, hidden their
works from view when they managed to transcend their
oppressive social conditioning, and erased them from the
cultural record when they failed to fit conveniently into the
implicit narrative of heroic males and supportive females.
Visionary women artists have always been with us. Slowly,
all too slowly, we are awakening to the contributions of
these creative personalities, but much important work
remains to be done, and sadly, much work is lost forever.
Women composers still face plenty of resistance in the
twenty-first century, and a reappraisal of their historical
position is, not least, an important part of opening the
space they deserve today. Thus it is that Scottish guitarist
James Akers’s 2018 CD, Le donne e la chitarra, is to be
warmly welcomed as part of a gradual but inexorable effort
to reexamine the historical record. The disc is part of the
Donne collection on the Drama Musica label, along with
Donne barroche (on which Akers plays Baroque guitar and
theorbo), Homage, Anna Bon di Venezia, and Hildegard Now
and Then.
Akers is a pedigreed and iconoclastic artist, a musical
polyglot who began by playing rock and blues, before
exploring jazz and finally taking up classical guitar. His
formal studies focused on classical training at Napier
University with Rob MacKillop, before he continued his
study of lute with Jakob Lindberg at the Royal College
of Music, later taking up theorbo and moving on to
a fellowship at Trinity College, where he studied with
Jacob Herringman and David Miller. Since then he has
established himself as a consort player of lute, theorbo, and
early guitar on any number of recordings with prestigious
opera companies and chamber orchestras. His 2012
solo debut recording of Jean-Baptiste Besard’s Thesaurus
harmonicus for lute was followed by a 2016 disc of
nineteenth-century solo guitar music, The Soldier’s Return.
He has also taken on unusual chamber music recording
projects such as Ombre Amene, devoted to songs with guitar
accompaniment by Sor and Giuliani, and Classical Vienna,
bringing to light the repertoire of duets for guitar and
piano by Carulli, Moscheles, Diabelli, and Giuliani. He
brings a conscientious and scholarly approach to his guitar
recordings, playing a period instrument and cultivating
a nail-less technique with an intimate yet crisply defined
sound.
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For Le donne e la chitarra, Akers turns to three women
composers of the nineteenth century: Emilia Giuliani,
Catharina Pratten, and Marie Ursule Athénaïs Paulian.
Emilia Giuliani is perhaps the best known of these
three, partly due to her own pedigree as the daughter of
Mauro Giuliani. As to whether she was the daughter of
his wife Maria Giuseppa or of his Austrian mistress Nina
Wiesenberger, there is some question. What is not in
question is that her father supported her development as a
musician, performing with her in a public concert in Naples
when she was no more than fifteen years old. Her solo debut
came the same year, also in Naples.
Tragically, Mauro died the following year, Emilia at his
side. His death left her alone in Naples, but she set about
building a career as a performer. As formidable a task as
that ever is, we can only imagine what it meant for a young
woman in nineteenth-century Italy. Nevertheless, she
persisted. The traces are faint, but in 1832 a review praises
her performance as soloist with an orchestra in Foggia. In
1839, she appears in Florence on a program with Franz
Liszt. Despite Liszt’s celebrity, Gazetta di Firenze praised
them both in equal terms. The fragmentary evidence we do
have suggests a supremely accomplished guitarist, strongwilled and determined, struggling to make her way on her
own in a world where fixed ideas about a woman’s role must
have presented overwhelming challenges—and doing so as
a guitarist, a performer on an instrument considered most
suitable for serenading under balconies. Around this time
the Allgemeine musikalische Zeitung praised her technique
as “noteworthy—if only it were applied to something more
gratifying.” In the same journal, thirty years earlier, a reviewer
had expressed the same condescension toward the guitar in
reference to her father: “I, for one, could not avoid thinking,
while listening, what Music would have gained if this talent,
this incredible diligence and perseverance in conquering the
greatest difficulties, had been applied to a more rewarding
instrument.” They might have been the same reviewer.
The same year as the concert with Liszt, Giuliani married
the Neapolitan composer Luigi Guglielmi, to whom she
had already dedicated her opus 5, a variation set on “Non
più mesta accanto al fuoco” from Rossini’s La Cenerentola,
wherein Cinderella sings of her happy destiny, changed as
by a bolt of lightning from the suffering into which she
was born. The aria was a standard theme used by many
composers as the subject of variations—it was also set by the
likes of Legnani, Paganini, and Chopin—but in the context
of the couple’s relationship the dedication can easily be read
as a testament of a lover’s devotion.
Giuliani and Guglielmi settled in Vienna, where
Luigi was able to establish himself as a singing teacher but
struggled to gain a footing as an opera composer after the
example of his two illustrious uncles, Pietro Alessandro and

Pietro Carlo. It was, rather, Emilia who began to blossom
in Vienna as a composer; her 6 Preludes, op. 46, were
published there by Artaria. Their opus number indicates
she was an industrious composer, but the only works of
hers left to us are opp. 1–9, 11, and 46. Against eleven opus
numbers that survive, at least thirty-five are lost.
Luigi Guglielmo finally found artistic patronage in the
person of Johann Náko, a Hungarian count and amateur
musician who convinced the couple to return with him to
his homeland, where Luigi became singing-master at the
National Opera in Pest. Unfortunately, he had no more
success with his operas there than in Vienna, and he and
Emilia eventually followed the count to his ancestral castle
on the Romanian borderlands, where they assisted him with
a private theatre, to which internationally renowned artists
were invited to perform.
Náko died in 1848, leaving Guglielmi without
patronage or employment. He returned to Milan with a
portfolio of operas, but success continued to elude him.
Emilia remained behind in Hungary. Whether their
relationship had ended, or the separation was intended to
be temporary, we do not know, but a concert review from
Buda in 1849 indicates she had returned to the stage.
The return was brief. Emilia Giuliani died of a fever in
November 1850, at the age of thirty-seven. She left behind
a very modest body of work, and a reputation for impressive
technique as a performer, especially in playing harmonics.
We can only wonder what she might have achieved had she
lived longer.
Catharina Pratten, by contrast, lived a long and
successful life, and was famed in her day as a virtuoso and
a teacher. Born Catharina Pelzer in Germany to a guitarist
and music-teacher father, she was a rebellious child who
frustrated her harmony teacher until they parted ways by
mutual consent. Her abilities on the guitar, however, were
prodigious: her public concert debut took place at the
age of seven, and thereafter her father traveled with her to
various European capitals, where she won acclaim as a child
prodigy; she soon became known for her interpretation of
Mauro Giuliani’s Third Concerto. Another child prodigy,
Giulio Regondi, was active at the same time; he was a
year older than the young Pelzer, and the two performed
together in duo concerts for a while.
The elder Pelzer settled in London, where he founded
the Giulianiad. Catharina, still in her teens, also established
herself as a teacher, in the city of Exeter. There she was
taken under the wing of an English aristocrat, who offered
her apartments in London and began opening society’s
doors to her as an instructor. She became a highly successful
teacher and performer, and later counted the daughter of
Queen Victoria among her students.
In 1854, she married the prominent flutist Robert
Sydney Pratten and was thereafter known as Madame

Sydney Pratten. By all accounts their married life was
a happy coupling between two artists at the height of
their powers. But it came to an end when Robert died
suddenly in 1868, at the age of forty-four. Her teaching and
concertizing suddenly stopped, and it was years before she
again took to the stage. In time she resumed her activities
as a musician, surviving her husband by twenty-seven years
and never remarrying. Pratten gave her last concert in
London’s Steinway Hall, a year before her death in 1895.
She left behind three guitar methods and hundreds of
compositions. Her society connections and celebrated career
helped to ensure their survival, mostly in private collections.
About Athénaïs Paulian very little is known. She
was born in Strasbourg in 1802 and died in Switzerland
sometime in the 1870s. In her twenties, though, she was
living in Paris and was part of the circle of guitarists that
included Sor, Aguado, and de Lhoyer. She left behind
only one published work, consisting of four themes
with variations. All four are based on the repertoire of
the celebrated coloratura soprano Angelica Catalani, the
foremost exponent in her day of the vocal performance
of instrumental and instrumental-style variations, a sort
of early ancestor of the vocalese style of jazz performance
pioneered in the twentieth century by Lambert, Hendricks
& Ross. Paulian’s stature as a guitarist is suggested by the
compositions dedicated to her by her friends among the
foremost virtuosi—Sor’s Pièces de société, op. 33, Aguado’s
Huit Petites Pièces, op. 3, and Lhoyer’s Duo concertant pour
deux guitares, op. 44. Her own opus 1 variations were
dedicated in turn to her brother, Eugène Paulian, also a
guitarist, and somewhat better known as a composer. Had
his sister remained in Paris, where she enjoyed a web of
connections with composers, performers, and publishers, we
might know more of her works today.
The program on this album is composed in an unusual way,
interleaving pieces from sets by different composers. Instead
of grouping Paulian’s variations as one set, and Giuliani’s
Preludes as another, Akers sprinkles them throughout, like
recurring motives. In between these are pieces by Pratten,
and two more compositions by Giuliani: the Rossini
variations she dedicated to Luigi before their marriage, and
one of her six Belliniane on themes from that composer’s
operas. Listening to the entire recital from beginning to
end, the Preludes, especially, serve as a kind of unifying
element. The overall effect of mingling the different
composers’ works in this way, rather than grouping them
in clusters by authorship, is to implicitly frame them more
as a collaborative development of a common repertoire
than as individual creative achievements. The parallel with
stereotypically feminine and masculine modes of creative
endeavor is interesting to consider, whether or not it was
intended by Akers.
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Pratten’s Malbrook Fantasia is a variation set on the
same French melody, Marlborough s’en va-t-en guerre (known
colloquially in English as For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow),
that was treated by Sor in his opus 28 variations. Paulian’s
Mozart variations use the same theme from The Magic Flute
that Sor used for his well-known opus 9 variations. (The
famous melody, also used as the basis for variation sets
by Friedrich Dotzauer, Louis Drouet, and even Mikhail
Glinka, takes up all of 35 seconds near the end of act I.)
Giuliani’s Non più mesta variations have a cousin in a
similar set by Luigi Legnani, and her six Belliniane cannot
but evoke her own father’s six Rossiniane, some of his most
popular compositions; indeed it is hard to imagine this
was not intentional, as the marketing advantages were
obvious and her pieces follow a similar plan. (Although she
is more careful to note her operatic sources than he was,
she is as liberal as he in her treatment of the material and
included much that was inventively original. A quest for the
operatic basis for the section of no. 3, labeled La straniera,
can be quite challenging.) We can thus see each of these
composers in conversation with their more well-known
contemporaries, collaborating in the construction of a
mainstream compositional tradition.
Two of Pratten’s works, Rhapsodie funèbre and Elfin’s
Revels, strike me as the most interesting pieces on the
recording. Elfin’s Revels is, on the surface, the lightest kind
of Victorian fare: a fanciful depiction of magical garden
creatures doing nothing in particular but “frolicking,”
“wandering,” and “dancing,” complete with a short
free verse to help us visualize the details of their idyllic
playfulness. (The piece has a written program, ably
narrated by Ciara Vinci.) And the music is playful as well
as charming: a lugubrious minor-key siciliano introduction
as gnomes trundle into the scene, followed by a supremely
graceful major-key polka with a melody in gliding thirds to
depict the entrance of fairies. This little dance is followed
by two variations as the fairies perform their own variations
on doing-nothing-in-particular, followed by a brief
instrumental recitative to accompany the enactment of a
trivial drama, and then a return to the theme in celebration
of its resolution. As the fairies fade away, the opening
siciliano is repeated once more at the end.
The piece, with its trivial program matched by an
equally trivial dramatic design, is on one level utterly
unremarkable except for its carefully constructed childish
innocence and charm. To my ear, however, the very lack of
a typically Romantic dramatic arc makes it intriguing as an
alternative structural model. It begins and ends with the
same slow 6/8 rhythm and minor key, and the middle is
made up of a brisk, light, major-key theme in duple meter,
with a couple of minimally contrasting variations, returning
back to the theme after a slight interruption. The overall
structure is a gentle, symmetrical arc, with an other-worldly
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focus on joy of being, without purpose or goal. This music
can be seen as standing in antithetical contrast to the more
typical Romantic dramatic contour, with its teleological
focus on confrontation and struggle, leading to a heroic
climax and transformative resolution. Feminist critics
like McClary have had much to say about the gendered
subtext of such a structure. In the context of such discourse,
Elfin’s Revels takes on a new light. While at first it seems
trivial, both by its putative subject matter and in terms
of the dramatic norms of Romantic expression, on closer
inspection it may be seen as both healing and subversive—
even mocking in its text program with an exaggerated
drama-over-nothing.
Rhapsodie funèbre is interesting in a completely different
way. It is actually constructed by Akers out of three different
short original pieces from Pratten’s Guitar School. He
begins with no. 70, “March [sic] funèbre,” which opens
with an allusion to “Fingal’s Cave,” the first piece in the
fifth volume of Mertz’s Bardenklänge. After the first section,
with its repeat, he inserts no. 227, the hymn-like “Thème
originale,” complete but transposed from G minor to A
minor, the key of the first piece. After this interlude, we
hear the second section of the first piece, still in A minor.
This is followed by an arpeggio study: no. 81, Allegretto,
slowed to an appropriate tempo. This section in E minor
provides a satisfying tonal motion that helps create a
coherent whole from the disparate parts. The piece ends
with the third section of “March funèbre,” back in A minor,
but with a twist: instead of the last two bars, Akers takes
the first section again, da capo, but to the first ending, not
the second. Only then does he take the last two bars—a
haunting unaccompanied statement of the funeral march
motive—setting them into greater relief as a coda.
A purist might see this mash-up as a violation of
Pratten’s authorship, and Akers acknowledges his role in
the notes to the recording. I see this as a continuation
of the creative process initiated by the composer. Where
Pratten borrows elements from Mertz and the funeral
march topos to create a statement of her own, Akers has
taken her several statements and inserted them inside one
another, weaving them together to create something larger,
but still in Pratten’s own voice. To thus break free of what
one critical observer has called the delusional master-slave
relationship that performers maintain with their “fantasy
of the omnipotent composer” takes boldness and, if artistic
failure is to be avoided, great musical understanding. It is
no disrespect to Pratten’s work that Akers has undertaken to
combine her fragmentary miniatures in this way, and to my
ears, the experiment seems successful.
Most of the pieces in this collection are presented in
world-premiere recordings; the exceptions are Giuliani’s
Preludes and Pratten’s Malbrook Fantasia. The former had
already been taken up in recent years by a few performers,

but Akers’s treatment is more convincing than those I have
heard. The year after this CD, Paolo Amico released an
album comprising all of Giuliani’s surviving works, so that
those not recorded here by Akers are finally available on
disc. Though Amico’s recordings are fluent and credible, he
uses a modern instrument and technique, so the historicity
of Akers’s recording is lost.
The previous recording of Pratten’s Malbrook deserves
mention: It was released in 2012 by Ulrich Wedemeier, who
pursues Pratten’s nineteenth-century sound to the extent of
performing on a guitar she owned and following her advice
to tune the instrument a tone lower for a sweeter sound.
This disc remains the only recording available of
Paulian’s variations—and there still remains one that
Akers omitted, the Tema di Rode. That piece is on the
whole faithful to Pierre Rode’s Air varié, op. 10, for violin,
a piece Catalani was famous for performing in concert,
indicating that the rest of Paulian’s opus 1 may be an
accurate document of Catalani’s performances. I find
myself disappointed that Akers also omitted one of the
Giuliani Preludes (no. 5, which has some resemblance in
its arpeggio pattern to Villa-Lobos’s first etude), but space
considerations surely made some choices unavoidable, and
the piece can be heard elsewhere.
Akers’s notes contextualize the music appropriately
but will not satisfy the curiosity of the most inquisitive
listeners. His focus is on the music, and we are grateful
that he has engaged this historically underrepresented yet
interesting and worthwhile repertoire. It is to be hoped that
he will apply himself again to the work of these composers
in the future, and inspire other guitarists to do the same.
Meanwhile, Le donne e la chitarra makes for satisfying and
unusual listening, and helps fill in some important missing
colors in our portrait of the nineteenth-century guitar.
–Ellwood Colahan

CD Review
Juegos filarmónicos.

Thomas Schmitt, six-course guitar.
Lindoro NL 3044, 2019. 1 CD.

Dice games designed around the idea of
constructing musical compositions from
the chance combination of prefabricated elements are some
of the most curious artifacts of late eighteenth-century
music. Leonard Ratner has written on these, as has Stephen
Hedges, who identifies nineteen such games published
between 1757 and 1812, including two attributed to
Wolfgang Mozart and one each to Joseph Haydn and
C.P.E. Bach. He links the popularity of these games to the
enlightenment craze for rational explanations of all things,
as well as to the essentially uncomplicated nature of early
post-Baroque music.

The German guitarist-musicologist Thomas Schmitt
has located two Spanish contributions to this genre (both
unknown to Hedges in 1978), by the guitarist-composers
José Avellana and Antonio Nava. The Nava publication
lends its name to this album, and the last track on the
recording is a waltz constructed according to Nava’s game
rules. The piece thus produced is interesting as a cultural
artifact, and exemplifies to an extreme degree Hedges’s
observation about the simplicity of the style. But it is
unsatisfying as a work of art, and Schmitt’s choice to title
his album after it is quite curious. Musical dice games
were made possible only by stylistic conventions that
generated a steady alternation between tonic and dominant
harmonies, with no departure from the pattern, no largescale architecture, no irregularity of phase structure or
harmonic rhythm, and strong cadences at uniform intervals
that could be used to stitch the various segments together.
Schmitt calls the waltz thus created an example of “an
easily reproducible product.” The fact that composition
in this style could be reduced to a kind of manufacturing
process speaks of an ultimately trivial approach to music.
Fortunately, other pieces on this album of late eighteenthand early nineteenth-century Spanish works demonstrate in
great measure the creativity that could be exercised with a
more intentional approach to composition, even within the
stylistic constraints of the time.
The album is anchored by two fully developed threemovement sonatas, one at the beginning by Isidro Laporta,
and another toward the end of the program by Antonio
Abreu. Between these are two linked variation sets on the
same theme, by Manuel Ferau and Laporta respectively,
which are in turn separated by a trio of one-movement
sonatas by Juan Antonio de Vargas y Guzmán. With a
dramatic and expressive minuet by José Avellana and the
waltz randomly constructed from Nava’s game to finish
the recording, the listener journeys through a compelling
series of musical experiences in a well-paced and intentional
sequence.
Laporta’s Sonata at the beginning is straightforward
in construction but has interesting features that emphasize
thematic corroboration. The first movement contains a
diversity of material, but the opening theme is stated again
at the dominant at the beginning of the development,
after the repeat of the first section. This might strike our
modern ears as strange—almost like Haydn’s monothematic
form, but with the second statement of the theme on the
“wrong” side of the double bar. In fact, it was a cliché of
the time: at one point in the late eighteenth century, it
was even normative. This serves to remind us of the great
variety of approaches the form was capable of before it
became a textbook paradigm. (As Charles Rosen has said,
“Such freedom came easily when there was no such thing as
‘sonata form.’”) The next movement, a lyrical Afectuoso in
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binary form, does not have the tonal structure of a sonata,
but does recapitulate the opening theme halfway through
the second section to provide a sense of return. In the
closing Rondó, in addition to the expected repetition of the
opening theme, the material from the first episode returns
halfway through the second episode, lending an extra degree
of internal coherence. All of these structural features are
made more obvious by Schmitt’s generosity in playing all
notated repeats, a practice he discusses in his notes to the
recording.
Abreu’s Sonata de guitarra later in the program is in
a broadly similar sonata–adagio–rondo format, but the
construction is more conventional. One interesting quality
that this sonata possesses is a certain rhetorical ambiguity
in the first part of the first movement. Even after repeated
listenings I found myself thinking he had come to the end
of the exposition only to find that he had, in fact, more
to say. Whether this means the composer is rambling, or
rather that we are experiencing an unfolding of time in the
uniquely eighteenth-century manner Schmitt discusses in a
kind of coda of his own to his program notes, each listener
must perhaps determine for themselves.
The two sets of variations by Laporta and Gerau on
the album come from the same Madrid manuscript and
share the same theme, an intriguing enough relationship
by itself to make them worth bringing to light. They are
not profound pieces, but they are graceful and inventive.
There is a variety of approach evident in both sets: they
take no liberties and follow the harmonic structure of the
theme faithfully, but the very sameness allows us to focus
on subtle differences of construction. Some variations are
thematically unified, permeated throughout by the same
motive (Ferau’s fifth variation and Laporta’s seventh); some
are made up of so many diverse motives they appear to be
cobbled together out of discarded bits of others (Ferau’s
third variation and Laporta’s fourth); some recall the headmotive of the opening material later on, after a contrasting
statement of some kind (Ferau’s sixth variation and Laporta’s
second). One variation in each set is cast entirely in natural
harmonics; a device later used by Fernando Sor in his study
op. 29 no. 21, as well as for the trio of the Marche that
closes his first set of Pièces de société, op. 33.
Schmitt does not let his scholarly and exacting
approach prevent him from exercising an appropriate
degree of creative agency on these variations. He has
composed an original introduction to the theme (a different
introduction for each set), and a short coda to conclude the
Laporta set. His contribution is consciously based on the
practice of Giuliani and does not stand out as in any way
incongruous to the music it embellishes. Further, Schmitt
has incorporated a bass part, included separately on the
manuscript source, into his solo version. In fact, he does
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the same with the Laporta Sonata discussed earlier, which
also had the bass notated separately for duet performance
(an interesting detail, implying that the pieces as originally
composed were intended for dilettantes of limited technical
ability).
The three pieces by Juan Antonio de Vargas y Guzmán
that stand between the two related variation sets are brief—
none achieves three minutes in length—but are for me
the center of gravity on which the entire recording turns.
Vargas y Guzmán’s sonatas (known both from a Spanish
manuscript source and a Mexican print edition) have
been compared to those of Soler for the keyboard, and
certainly share some of the earlier composer’s succinctness.
Their continuity, achieved by repeatedly elided cadences,
hearkens back somewhat to Baroque style. As Scarlatti’s
one-movement sonatas are typically paired, those of
Vargas y Guzmán are organized in fast-slow-fast groups
of three. Schmitt has recorded another set of three on an
earlier recording. Here he offers us Sonatas 7, 8, and 9.
Their unpretentious proportions conceal a variety and
interest that is the opposite of the Nava Vals at the end
of the recording. Sonata 7 moves from idea to idea and
from mood to mood with the restlessness of C.P.E. Bach.
Sonata 8 has an extreme simplicity of texture that belies
its emotive content; here I could have wished for Schmitt
to take a more rubato approach. (At least, it would be
interesting to hear the piece again but with a more dramatic
interpretation.) Sonata 9 recalls Scarlatti the most, in its
headlong forward rush and its tightness of construction.
These three little pieces stand out from the rest of the
program for their seriousness and expressive ambition.
The booklet that accompanies the CD includes notes
in both Spanish and English (curiously, not in German).
Reading Schmitt’s essay on the works is an outstanding
companion to listening to him play them. His essay, well
researched and well organized, encompasses the elitism of
musical literacy in eighteenth-century Spain and grounds
his presentation of the music in social awareness by
analyzing the musical economics of its time. It also includes
enough entertaining details to make it enjoyable, such as a
certain diarist’s observation that Sor was accomplished with
mathematics, but “a scatterbrain and a fop.”
After discussing the pieces themselves, Schmitt’s
notes close with an extended meditation on the difference
between the Baroque and Enlightenment ideas about
time. Although this last may not be the most compelling
part of the essay, Schmitt’s central point about time—that
observing repeats allows us to experience the music as it
was meant to be experienced by its listeners, at the risk of
making it sound long-winded in our own accelerated age—
is well taken.
Music of this period, occupying what has been called
a no-man’s-land between the high Baroque style and the

later Viennese Classical style, deserves to be better known
and understood, and Schmitt has done us all a service
by bringing its jewels to light. After his 1996 recording
focusing on the Baroque guitar music of Gerau, Sanz,
Murcia, and Santa Cruz (Gitarrenmusik des Barock: Spanien,
Musicaphon 56819), Schmitt recorded two albums of
Spanish works for the six-double-course guitar, with
De gusto muy delicado (La Mà da Guido LMG2108) in
2011 and Spanish Music for 6-Course Guitar around 1800
(Centaur CRC3277) in 2012. His 2016 recording Nouvelles
étrennes de guitare (La Mà da Guido LMG2139) focused
on late music for the five-course guitar, establishing that
that instrument overlapped and co-existed to a significant
extent with its six-course cousin. With 2019’s Juegos
filarmónicos (Lindoro NL-3044), Schmitt returns to some
of the composers on his 2011 and 2012 recordings and
introduces others from the same milieu. If some aficionados
of the guitar have imagined that Spanish guitar music in
the era after Sanz somehow began with Sor and ended with
Aguado, Schmitt has done as much as anyone to show us
otherwise.
Schmitt’s instrument, with its six double courses, is the
guitar most rarely encountered today. He acquits himself
well, using a flesh right-hand technique instead of nails but
achieving a precision of tone just the same. Schmitt plays
with taste and judgment but is too much of the scholar
to allow his personality as a performer to come before a
faithful presentation. At its best, this musical style achieves
a transcendent naturalness and simplicity. Schmitt is aware
of this and often accomplishes it, though sometimes a
rubato sneaks in that might be more appropriate either in
earlier or in later music. As welcome as his presentation
of this little-known repertoire is, we will not be able to
say we understand this music until it has been played and
interpreted in many different hands. There is room for
more recorded versions of these works as they seek a place
in the culture of the guitar. Let’s hope that this interesting
recording will tempt more hands to take it up.
–Ellwood Colahan

CD Review
Leo Brouwer: Guitar Sonatas.

Ricardo Gallén. IBS 142019, 2019. 2 CDs.

Leo Brouwer’s 1990 Sonata for guitar has
been a staple on concert and competition
programs for some years now. But we are going to have
to get used to seeing the designation “No. 1” next to it:
Brouwer explains that at the time, it indeed “was meant to
be the only one,” but in the early 2010s, he found himself
drawn back to the genre and produced an explosion of
equally brilliant sonatas dedicated to various guitarists. Of
these, Sonata del caminante (No. 2), for Odair Assad, and

Sonata del Decamerón negro (No. 3), for Costas Cotsiolis,
are starting to become well known. The present recording
by Spanish guitarist Ricardo Gallén, dedicatee of Sonata del
pensador (No. 4), is the first compilation of all Brouwer’s
sonatas by a single performer. In addition, Gallén has
arranged Brouwer’s Sonata de los misterios, originally for
archlute, in a version for the guitar that has the composer’s
imprimatur as Sonata de los enigmas (No. 6).
Gallén is eminently qualified to be the first to bring us
all the Brouwer sonatas in a single package. His technique
and tone leave nothing to be desired in dispatching these
formidable works. Furthermore, both the meditative
liner notes to the recording and the subtitle of the sonata
dedicated to him attest that Gallén has the requisite
intellectual depth and breadth to successfully interpret
Brouwer. As the composer comments, “the protagonists
of these pieces of mine are at the same time masters of
solitude, of inquiry, of the search that begins by nourishing
itself in silence on the entire history of culture. If there is
anyone who fully responds to these parameters, it is Ricardo
Gallén.”
Brouwer advocates a Renaissance-man aesthetic which
eschews the banality of “little pieces [piececitas] … that
invade authentic genres,” and his sonatas display an eclectic
breadth of musical inspiration, alluding to sources from
Beethoven to Tárrega to Milán to Afro-Cuban folk styles,
along with a generous sprinkling of self-quotation. The tone
of these quotations is often parodic or sardonic, as if the
composer takes neither himself nor the classical pantheon
too seriously. Out of this array of material, Brouwer forges
an idiosyncratic style, balancing playful and mercurial
freedom of tone and texture with systematic, deliberate
development of motivic cells.
Before reviewing the highlights of the collection, it
would be worthwhile to dwell on the very first measure of
the first sonata. The work begins with an accented natural
harmonic G sharp (colorful and slightly “mistuned,” since
it is the fifth partial of the low E string), followed closely
by a rapid gesture which (as it develops in subsequent
measures) seamlessly blends arpeggio and slur techniques
into a fluid whole. This gesture lands on a fretted G
natural, one semitone below the harmonic, creating a sharp
dissonance which draws the listener in. Yet, thanks to the
differing sonic envelopes of fretted notes and harmonics,
the G natural fades quickly away, while the G sharp rings
on, gradually erasing the dissonance. In many ways, this
gesture is a microcosm of Brouwer’s genius: his intimate
knowledge of the instrument’s sonic qualities allows him
to create multilayered textures balancing diverse timbres
and articulations. The overlapping of natural notes and
harmonics, and of arpeggios and slurs, are two of his
favorite devices throughout the cycle.
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As for the rest of the sonata, Gallén displays a
fascinating variety of articulation in the bolero sections
early in the first movement (“Fandangos y boleros”),
along with clearly distinguished timbral colors in the later
boleros which gradually accrete additional material. At the
end of the movement, Beethoven bursts in with an idea
from his “Pastoral” Symphony; Gallén depicts him with
an appropriately gruff pizzicato timbre. The “Sarabanda
de Scriabin” features an expansive and luminous ostinato
which occasionally hosts a motive from the introduction
of the first movement. Gallén deploys tasteful tapering of
phrases and creates a sense of lush polyphony in the middle
section, with the motive standing out in relief.
The final movement, “La toccata de Pasquini,” riffs
on the Baroque composer’s Scherzo del cucco, in which
the falling minor-third “cuckoo” call is maddeningly
pervasive. Unlike many performers, Gallén does not take
this movement at breakneck speed, which is a boon. Every
note in the arpeggio texture is fully formed, and the motto
in the bass is always incisively clear. Nevertheless, Gallén
certainly possesses the firepower needed for scorching
runs when he so desires, as evidenced by the brilliant final
cadence. In the middle of the movement and again near the
end, Brouwer quotes the preceding Sarabanda, including
the cyclic motive. (This time, the second note of the motive
stays the same as the first instead of descending, which I’d
always suspected might be a misprint. Nevertheless, Gallén,
with Brouwer’s approval, plays the notes as they appear
in the score of the finale, not as they were in the earlier
movements.)
Sonata del caminante (No. 2) was written for Odair
Assad during his time as a “wanderer” in Europe. Unable
to perform as a duo with his brother for a time, he
commissioned Brouwer to write him a solo work paying
tribute to the landscapes of his native Brazil. The opening
“Visión de la Amazonia” is, in typical Brouwer style,
episodic in nature, alternating between placid overlapping
textures with harmonics, motoric ostinati harmonized
in fourths and fifths on the lower strings, and cascading
bursts of slurred gestures. All movements of this sonata are
played attacca, so these gestures lead seamlessly into the
second movement, “El gran sertão,” titled after the classic
Brazilian novel by João Guimarães Rosa, set in the prairie
or “outback” of northeastern Brazil. A single repeated note
eventually sprouts a second voice which slowly descends,
leading into an A major tonality with a contemplative
melody. After a brief interruption of a more hurried texture,
the melody returns at the end of the movement, where
Brouwer gives it even more room to breathe.
“Danza festiva” features a pulsating rhythm and
kaleidoscopically varied articulations and timbres, which
Gallén executes brilliantly. This movement quotes from
Brouwer’s Etude No. 19, eventually becoming an extended
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harmonic variation on its characteristic texture. The work
closes with “Toccata nordestina,” also in syncopated
rhythm with highly Brazilian flavor, close in spirit to many
compositions by the other Assad brother. Toward the
end, the constant rhythm disintegrates and the beautiful
descending line from the second movement recurs as an
interlude (much as in the finale of Sonata No. 1), before a
fast-paced coda.
Like Brouwer’s well-known suite of the same title,
Sonata del Decamerón negro (No. 3) is inspired by West
African folklore. The first movement, “Güijes y gnomos,”
is set in an African-inspired additive meter, occasionally
interrupted by Bartók pizzicato. Brouwer explains that the
güije is a Cuban aquatic sprite or gnome, somewhat like a
leprechaun. Judging by this movement, their activity must
be quite frenetic indeed. In the middle of the movement,
Luys de Milán (a favorite semi-fictional character of
Brouwer’s) visits the gnomes with a pseudo-Renaissance
tiento, with unisons against the B string evoking the courses
of the vihuela.
The second movement, “Treno por Oyá,” in arch form,
includes overlapping gestures with harmonics, measured
sections in habanera rhythm, and fast toccata-like passages.
In traditional Yoruba religion, Oyá is the goddess of winds,
change, and death, and a sense of foreboding pervades
much of this movement. “Burlesca del Aire” features
another additive rhythm with an addictive pulse, eventually
devolving into another manic toccata. The middle section
includes a parody of Tárrega’s Adelita (but with its mazurka
rhythm stretched out so it seems to be in 12/8 time), before
climaxing in a blaze of slurs, rasgueados, and percussion.
The final movement, “La risa de los Griots,” refers
to the musical storytellers of West African culture. It
opens with a mysterious fragment of melody, stated first
in harmonics, then more boldly in octaves, and finally
confirmed as the melodic gestures over a repeated-chord
accompaniment. Coming in for parody this time is Erik
Satie’s first Gnossienne.
As mentioned above, the fourth installment in the
cycle, Sonata del pensador, was written for Gallén himself
in 2013 and seems to depict the intellectual life in music.
In the first movement, “Recuperación de la memoria,” a
brief and appropriately nostalgic introduction lets Gallén
display some beautiful tasto tone, and a faster syncopated
section is spiked with sharp ponticello and pizzicato. These
two blocks of texture and color alternate throughout the
movement. “Iluminaciones” has a delicate tremolo texture,
which forms a delicious contrast to the surrounding
movements. In the face of repeated incursions from bold
bass notes, rasgueados, and Bartók pizzicato, it eventually
switches into a virtuosic toccata. The movement ends with
understated repeated octaves, much like the first movement
of Sonata No. 1.

“Elogio de la meditación” opens with beautiful
campanella gestures, which Gallén allows to breathe
fully. Much of this movement is based on material from
Brouwer’s Concerto No. 5, including the hypnotic
arpeggios from the “Lightness and Heaviness” movement
and the poignant melody which concludes each movement
of the concerto. Perhaps these are the subject of the
thinker’s ponderings. The finale, titled “Celebración de
la memoria,” is another Afro-Cuban dance, continually
interrupted by jagged octave or tremolo passages. The
calmer middle section is built over a habanera-like rhythm
which has been tweaked slightly into an asymmetrical
7-meter.
Brouwer writes that Sonata No. 5, Ars combinatoria,
commissioned by Julian Bream through his trust, “has the
same form and structure as the first [sonata] which had
been requested years before” by Bream, but it is unclear
what exactly the similarity is. Brouwer explains that the
growth of the piece is governed by the Fibonacci series (2,
3, 5, 8, 13, …) as each gesture systematically accretes more
material. While the mathematical details of this process are
hidden from the listener, the overall effect is one of subtle,
organic growth.
The opening Toccata circulates among repeated notes,
aggressive chords, a noisy Bartók pizzicato gesture, and
improvisatory-sounding melodies. “Fantasía que contrahaze
la harpa,” like its namesake by Mudarra, features lots of
campanella and virtuosic cross-string alternation, with
heavy use of slurs. These passages alternate with a more
staid fantasía in pseudo-Renaissance style, with Brouwer’s
distinctive overlapping harmonics floating above. The lively
Finale has more pizzicato syncopated gestures, pulsating
chords, harmonics, and rapid slurred gestures. Again, some
sort of spiraling accretion process seems to be governing the
progress of the music. Overall, this sonata is perhaps a bit
more acerbic than Brouwer’s other recent works, perhaps
due to its tritone-heavy harmonic language.
The final installment in the cycle, Sonata de los enigmas,
was originally written for lutenist Edin Karamazov. Gallén’s
arrangement fits very naturally within the confines of

six strings. The opening Preludio has a pseudo-Baroque
passaggio with bass notes creating a sense of stable
harmonic and rhythmic underpinnings, but Brouwer’s
penchant for rhythmic and gestural irregularity soon
takes over, and the music starts to branch out in various
directions. In the middle of the movement, this gives way
to a solidly D-minor sarabande, with ornamented variations
and expanding refrains in between them.
For “Pavana melancólica (con el permiso de Luys de
Milán),” the sixth string is tuned down to B to simulate
the extended range of the archlute. The movement features
bitingly dissonant sonorities, sharp pizzicato, and haunting
melodies executed in mandolin-style brush tremolo over
long-ringing harmonics. Gradually, the tonality works its
way to E major, with many colorful dissonances along the
way, before dissolving into a pseudo-Renaissance pavane
with mixolydian inflection and light ornamentations.
Scurrying toccata gestures interrupt into the gap caused by
the pavane’s fading away. The movement ends mysteriously
on a phrygian cadence. The concluding “Fantasía y toccata,”
after an expansive introduction, launches into a repeatednote tremolo with unpredictable accented notes standing
out in relief over and under it, which Gallén executes
brilliantly, alternating with slur-heavy ostinato passages.
This is a masterful recording of a masterful body
of repertoire. Brouwer’s detailed awareness of the tonal
subtleties of the guitar and his polyglot compositional
language give these works a richness rivaled by few others.
Gallén closes his liner notes with the assertion that
Brouwer’s sonatas, as the first body of such substantial
works by a modern guitarist, will be for the guitar what The
Well-Tempered Clavier, Beethoven’s sonatas, or Chopin’s
études were for the piano: a thorough and imaginative
exploration of the technical and musical possibilities of the
instrument: “It is no exaggeration to say that Leo Brouwer
has changed the fate of the classical guitar forever.”
–Nathan Cornelius
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BA at the University of Lund. Since the 1970s he has been publishing
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website, tabulatura.com. He has presented at conferences arranged by CNRS
(1980), the Musée de la musique (1998), AMIS (2011), the XVI Nordic
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ERIK STENSTADVOLD is a guitar historian who specializes in

nineteenth-century guitar music and its performance practices. His
publications include the three-volume critical edition of Lhoyer’s Collected
Guitar Duos (Chanterelle, 2008), the Collected Guitar Studies by Leonard
Schulz (Chanterelle, 2011) and Six Exercices, op. 27, by Antoine de Lhoyer
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Professor Emeritus at the Norwegian Academy of Music, Oslo, and a member
of the Consortium for Guitar Research at Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge,
UK.

FÁBIO ZANON has performed in more than fifty countries, in such

venues as the Royal Festival Hall in London, the Philharmonie in Berlin,
Tchaikovsky Hall in Moscow, and the Concertgebouw in Amsterdam, as
a soloist with the London Philharmonic, Evgeni Svetlanov Russian State
Orchestra, Berliner Camerata, BBC Ulster, RTÉ Symphony, and others.
His repertoire includes hundreds of chamber pieces and more than forty
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Hungry-For-Knowledge Readers
Will Devour This Book

NEW

A Collection of Fine Spanish Guitars
From Torres to the Present
Second Edition By Sheldon Urlik
A rigorous documentation of 82 historical and precious classical and flamenco
guitars from the author’s collection, spanning the “modern” era from Antonio
de Torres’ masterpieces of the mid-nineteenth century, including Tárrega’s
rosewood Torres classical guitar, to the present.
Guitars exist to make music. Their measure includes their sounds, now captured
on three accurate CDs, included with the book. Listeners can compare the
guitars’ voices, recorded in book order, and discern even subtle differences.
This meticulous book is printed and hand-bound with care and premium
materials resulting in a handsome volume with crisp visuals and a
pleasing tactile feel for enjoyable reading for generations to come. A
library quality, hardcover, 224-page book.

Each guitar’s chapter contains an insightful
essay and extraordinary, color photography.

Topics, such as José
Ramírez I’s legacy.

Mentorship
Program
About the GFA Mentorship Program members. We seek a transformational
The GFA Mentorship Program was created
in 2020 to support and develop talent
among classical guitarists of color through
instruction, engagement, and career
development. Through this new initiative,
the GFA seeks to foster equity in the global
guitar community and provides support
for underrepresented and underserved

change in diversity in our community
and recognize that it is our responsibility
to cultivate and nurture that diversity. We
believe that without acting, we contribute
to division and exclusion. We aim to
deconstruct institutional barriers and build
a community that engenders a feeling of
true welcomeness for all.

Program Description
All mentees are welcomed to the program individually with a conversation
with the GFA leadership team, to get to know more about their goals and
develop an individualized program for career development.

Support the Mentorship Program

This book is packed with
photographic details.

Pages of tabulated
diagrams and data.

Translated documents.

“This book is an invaluable reference, offering
vital details and a masterfully produced 3CD set of
beautiful music played on masterpiece guitars. Not
to be missed.”
Jonathan Kellerman
Best selling novelist and author of “With Strings Attached”

Insights: Effect of
Tárrega’s smoking on
his guitar.

Presenting this book
to Pope Francis for the
Vatican Library.

“This volume provides a resounding reason why we
still need books. It is a pleasure to hold, read, study,
and return to frequently. Whatever you do this year,
please take time to include this book in whatever
library you possess.”
Bryan Johanson with permission
of the Guild of American Luthiers, www.luth.org

$149.95 including USPS media shipping in the US.
At many instrument sources or visit our website to order: www.SunnyKnollPublishing.
To order by phone, call 323-243-3788

We welcome donations in support of the GFA Mentorship Program.
The costs associated with running this program are substantial, and the GFA
is reliant on your membership dues and donations to fund our programming.
You can make a donation at www.guitarfoundation.org/page/mentorship
and write “mentorship” in the Comments field.
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The GFA is proud to present our newest program, GFAtv,
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